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One




Jason pulled off his silk tie, letting it dangle from his fingers as he stood in the doorway to the bedroom. “Hi, honey, I’m home.”

Emma paused with one hand on her pearl earring, no longer able to breathe normally when the most gorgeous man in creation was drinking her in, devouring her with his eyes. Her hands trembling with anticipation, she placed the pearls in her jewelry box, and waited for him to come to her.

Waited for Jason to take her to that naughty place she secretly loved to go.

His long stride ate up the hardwood between them. Jason threw his tie onto the duvet cover and then he was standing behind her in the mirror, his front to her back, running large tanned hands over her arms. Her nipples peaked beneath her thin silk blouse and she bit her lip at the erotic picture of her aroused pink areolas pressing against the thin white fabric.

“Bad girls don’t wear bras,” he said in a low tone that heated Emma’s blood another ten degrees.

As soon as she’d come home from the office, she’d removed her bra and panties, knowing how much it would turn Jason on.

“Or panties,” she whispered. Jason pulled her ass into his hips and the full, hot length of his erection throbbing against her sent a flood of wetness straight to her pussy.

“Bad girls need to be spanked,” he said as he brushed her blond hair away from her neck and bent his mouth to her exposed flesh. She shivered as he nipped at her skin, kissing her between love bites. His hands moved across her rib cage, making the slow trip up her torso, to the sensitive swell of her breasts. At last he covered her tits with his hands and squeezed them, rubbing his thumbs over her nipples. His touch was light at first and then when she thought she couldn’t stand it anymore, he squeezed them between his thumbs and forefinger. Emma cried out her pleasure, nearly coming where she stood.

“Take off your skirt,” he commanded in a quiet voice and she immediately obeyed, her shaky fingers fumbling at the clasp and zipper on the left side of her gray wool pencil skirt.

The thick fabric dropped with a whoosh to the floor and cool air blew across her exposed mound. Oh God, all she wanted was for Jason to slide his big hand over her pussy lips. She’d been dreaming all day of the moment he touched her clit, the perfect instant that his thick fingers penetrated her again and again, harder and harder as she exploded.

He lifted her up into his arms and carried her over to the bed. “I’m ready Jason,” she breathed. “Fuck me. Now.”

But he was not to be deterred from his plan. “All in good time,” he said as he pulled her arms up over her head and secured her wrists to the iron bed frame with his blue-and-yellow-striped silk tie.

“You’re tying me up?” she said, her words sounding far more like a request than a question.

Jason didn’t bother answering as he moved over to her dresser, pulled out two scarves, then returned to the bed and spread open her legs. Her cunt throbbed with heat and need as he exposed her wet flesh by tying first one ankle and then the next to the iron posts.

He stopped and stared at her and Emma was overwhelmed with the need to please him. Her silk shirt was in disarray, her breasts were thrusting up at him, her pussy slick and plump with arousal.

“You don’t know how long I’ve dreamed of doing this, Emma. Tying you up. Making you scream with pleasure.” He slid one finger into her with no more pretense, no more fore-play, and she arched into his hand. “You were such a good girl in college. Now look at you. Waiting for me naked beneath your silk and wool. Letting me tie you to your bed, spreading your long legs open for me. Begging me with your eyes to do anything I want to you.”

He fell silent then and she knew he was waiting for her to reach the next level of desire, the one that would have her pleading with him to take her all the way to heaven.

“Are you ready for more?” he asked, his control seeming to slip as his voice shook. “Do you want me to slide another finger into your sweet pussy?”

“Please,” she moaned, her eyes closing as he complied with her desperate request. “More. Give me more Jason.”

“I would do anything for you,” he said a millisecond before his hot breath covered her pussy. Holding her breath, she waited for his tongue to press down on her clit. But as the seconds ticked by, and the first pulse of an orgasm sounded within her, Emma couldn’t wait any longer. Bucking her hips as far up as she could, she pressed her cunt into his lips.

She could feel him silently urging her to let go, to make herself come against his lips, his teeth. As if she could do anything else, when her body was already straining to reach the peak. She was so close, and as she pushed against his wet tongue again and again, as he thrust his fingers relentlessly, Emma spiraled into an earth-shattering orgasm, the likes of which she’d never known.

Her entire body shuddered beneath his delicious onslaught and then he was poised above her, his hazel eyes burning with desire. He ripped open her blouse, taking one taut nipple into his mouth. The thick head of his penis pressed against her open pussy lips and she arched to take him in.

“Not so fast,” he murmured, taking her lips in a savage kiss, pulling the breath from her lungs as if it were his right. As if he owned her, body and soul.

Which they both knew that he did.

All she wanted was for him to plunge his nine rock-hard inches into her. To screw her hard and long, to make her come again from the inside out.

And this time she was so close, so close…
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Emma Cartwright woke up from her wet dream, the sheets soaked and twisted beneath her, her arms above her head, her legs spread. Exactly the way she’d been tied up in her dream.

Disappointment flooded her. She should have known it was just another X-rated version of the ongoing fantasy she’d been powerless to control for the past decade.

Jason Roberts. With her. In bed. Making wild, passionate love to her. Doing all the dirty things she could never admit to wanting in real life, but that she knew would be astonishing and beautiful in his arms.

After so many years of frustration, she only wished for one thing: Why couldn’t they get to the part where he actually slid into her before she woke up? Where he took her and made her his. Completely.

Because then, at least, she would know what it felt like to be a part of Jason. To have him be a part of her.

But Emma knew with utter certainty that suffering without Jason, even in her dreams, was her price to pay. For what she had done to him ten years ago in college. For teasing him with her virginity, never giving in, telling him she loved him, and then choosing to date and marry another man.

Like a zombie, she got out of bed and turned on the shower. Hopefully the ice-cold water would help her erase her unmanageable arousal. A need that she knew damn well could never, ever be assuaged. Because no matter how much she wished her life had turned out differently, Emma had made her choices.

Too bad they’d all been bad ones.

Tonight’s fantasy had been her most potent, most realistic one yet. And she knew why. At six P.M. she would be coming face-to-face with the two most important men in her life at her ten-year college reunion.

The man she’d loved and left.

And the man she hadn’t loved who had left her.
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“Judy, how are you? I can’t believe it’s been so long since we’ve all gotten together.”

“Hello, Eileen. How’s your son? Thank so much for coming tonight.”

The crush of bodies entering the Stanford University Faculty Club momentarily dwindled away and Emma let out a breath of relief. She had spent all day decorating the large event room with tasteful flowered centerpieces, cardinal red tablecloths, and dozens of “then and now” photo collages. She had been smiling so hard, for so long, that her lips were numb and her cheeks felt like they were going to crack. Trying to focus on what Eileen had been saying about her three-year-old had been nearly impossible with Steven, her ex-husband, groping his new, extremely young, very beautiful girlfriend not twenty feet away. The ink was barely dry on their divorce paperwork from the county clerk’s office, but Steven had already moved on.

Worse than that, so much worse, was the knowledge that at any minute, Jason Roberts would be walking through the door.

And she’d be expected to greet him with an impersonal smile. A smile that said no more than, “Hello, it has been a long time, hasn’t it?”

The sad truth was that Emma didn’t know if she had it in her to act like a composed, mature thirty-two-year-old woman. Not when all she really wanted to do was wrap her legs around Jason and beg him to do her.

Just then a good-looking young waiter sauntered her way. “Would you like a drink, ma’am?”

Ma’am? When had she graduated from Miss? Was that what Jason would think when he saw her? That she was a shriveled excuse for a woman? Oh God. She couldn’t stay at the reunion another second longer. She’d done her duties as organizer and now she’d have to flee. Wimping out was the only option.

The waiter’s voice cut through her frantic planning. “Margaritas and martinis are all I’ve got left right now.” She could barely focus on him as he looked her up and down and decided, “You look like a fruity-drink gal to me.”

Something in his voice snapped her out of her panic, something flirty and young that made her feel like maybe calling her ma’am had been a mistake. Maybe she wasn’t old and shriveled after all. Besides, she knew that taking the coward’s way out wasn’t really an option tonight.

Everything she’d feared for so long, everything she regretted was coming back to slap her in the face tonight. Maybe this time if she faced her mistakes, she prayed silently, she could finally recover.

“I really shouldn’t,” she said as she looked down at the drink in her hand, but she was so desperate to escape from the awful reality of her life that before she knew it the glass was at her lips.

The strawberry liquid eased its way down her throat into her belly. Had she been a fruity-drink girl all these years and not known it? And if that were true, what else had she not permitted herself to be? Fun? Happy? Satisfied?

One sip was enough, however, to make her think about how many calories were in the glass she was holding. And the workout she’d have to do tomorrow to burn this drink off. Normally, she would never allow herself to drink anything but bottled water—empty calories were not something she allowed herself to ingest, no matter the occasion—but if ever there was a night to bend the rules, it was tonight.

Surveying the crowd, Emma turned her thoughts forcefully back to the successful party well under way. She knew she should be pleased by how well the evening had turned out, especially considering she’d been organizing the ten-year reunion for more than a year. On any other night, she would have been right in the middle of it all, talking about jobs and kids and vacations.

Tonight, it was all she could do just to keep the smile on her face.

The waiter passed by again and said, “Need a refill?” but she had already grabbed a full glass. “Bad day, huh?” He gave her a sympathetic smile before walking away.

You have no idea, she thought, giving in to the stupid impulse that made her say, “Keep ’em coming,” even though she could practically feel the fat molecules attaching themselves to her hips.

“Downing margaritas while checking out that waiter’s ass looks like fun. Can I join you?”

Guilty as charged, Emma jumped at her best friend Kate’s sudden arrival at her elbow. “That’s not what I’m doing,” she said, but the empty glass in her hand was evidence to the contrary, as was the wink the waiter gave her from across the room.

“Bull,” Kate said, dragging Emma over to a dimly lit table in the corner behind the DJ. “I know you’re freaking out about being at the same party as Steven, aka ‘the man you never should have married,’” Kate added with a contemptuous twist of her blood-red mouth, “but trust me, dating the head cheerleader when you’re in your thirties is desperate and pathetic. You’re the kind of classy babe his Playboy bunny wishes she could be.”

The words were out of her mouth before Emma realized they were coming. “Thanks, Kate, but I seriously doubt that most supermodels wished they were a huge failure in their parents’ eyes for getting divorced before providing them with grandchildren.” The alcohol made Emma feel bold enough to admit, “What if I want to be a Playboy bunny like her? What if I want to drive men wild with my huge, perky breasts and wicked ways? What if I want to weigh fifteen pounds too much but somehow make it look good anyway?”

She grabbed another drink from a passing waiter, thinking that the only man she’d ever wanted to drive wild—Jason—would likely cut her in two with nothing but a jagged glance when he finally arrived.

Kate grabbed Emma’s hand. “You’re wonderful and sexy and Steven never deserved you.”

“So then why did I marry him? I’m the one who made the decision. Who chose him.”

Kate cut right to it in her typically straightforward way. “You were so young. Way too young. Your parents were in love with him and you thought getting married was the right thing to do. You were so certain that you would grow to love him.”

Emma blinked away the tears that were about to fall. It was true, her parents had adored Steven from the minute they laid eyes on him at a Stanford faculty function ten years ago. As the reigning football star on the West Coast, he was perfect son-in-law material. So she’d paid the bills and gotten his suits dry-cleaned, but there had never been passion between them. Glimmers of friendship, but never desire.

“You pulled me aside before the wedding, Kate, and told me I didn’t have to go through with it. Why didn’t I listen to you? Even when you pointed out that I still loved—”

No, she couldn’t say his name out loud. Not now, when all of her perfect choices had turned out to be anything but. Not when the memory of her latest middle-of-the-night fantasy was still burning between her legs.

Kate, of course, had no such qualms. “You have wanted to be with Jason Roberts since the day you met him. You still do.”

Emma looked at Kate with surprise.

“What? You think just because you don’t ever talk about him that I don’t know how you feel?”

Emma hated how transparent she was. How even though she’d tried to deny her feelings for Jason for years they were still written all over her face.

“I need more to drink,” Emma said, craning her neck, looking over Kate’s shoulder for the cute waiter. Emma knew that she was going to feel bloated and sick tomorrow, that she was going to have spend the entire day at the gym with nothing but lettuce and rice cakes for dinner, but she didn’t care. Booze was taking the edge off. And Lord knew she needed the edges of her life hacked off with a machete tonight.

Pathetic loser that she was, she had TiVo’d every single one of Jason’s Food Network shows, all of his book signings, anything where his name was listed as a guest.

And even though she’d fantasized about seeing him again a million times, a part of her still hoped that he wouldn’t come tonight. That he’d be too busy with his top-rated cooking show. Or his world-famous restaurant. Or one of his supermodel girlfriends.

Because then she wouldn’t have to face him. Wouldn’t have to figure out what she could possibly say, if he would even talk to her.

I always loved you. No, too pathetic.

I’m sorry. Definitely not good enough to make up for what she’d done. For how she’d done it.

Make love to me. He’d laugh in her face. Jason could have any woman in the world. Why would he possibly want her? Even her own husband, make that ex-husband, hadn’t wanted her.

Emma was reaching for another truth-blotting drink when Kate’s red-tipped hand gripped her forearm. “He’s here.”

Emma’s blood grew cold. She craned her neck in desperation, praying for a back door to appear out of thin air. “He can’t see me looking like this,” she hissed, desperate for a hiding place.

She had always dreamed of looking like a goddess the next time they met. Of blowing him away with her allure and sophistication and irresistibility. Instead, she was drunk and nervous and only now realized how boring and dried up she was in her silk-lined cream Ann Taylor linen dress.

Kate turned to face her. “You know what you have to do tonight, don’t you?”

Emma blinked hard and tried to swallow, tried to speak, but her mouth was the Sahara. Finally finding her voice, she whispered, “I can’t.”

Kate’s eyes hardened. “Yes, you can. You’re single. You’re gorgeous, no matter what you seem to think. Just once, if only for tonight, take this chance for you. Stop trying to please everyone else, honey. It’s time to please yourself.”







Two



Eighteen-year-old Jason Roberts looked around at his new home for the next four years and wondered if his acceptance to Stanford University had been a big mistake. Everyone was white-collar. Wonder bread. Perfect. He’d only been on campus for an hour and already he’d met a cute brunette who was an Olympic gymnast. She hadn’t made a big deal out of it, but he was star-struck anyway.

Not that he’d ever show it, of course. Leaning against the bottom of the stairs in a Rolling Stones T-shirt and faded jeans, he watched one fellow student after another drag heavy suitcases into the dormitory lounge. He memorized every detail—the oversized diamonds on the mothers’ hands, the well-groomed fingernails on the fathers’, the confident, excited expressions on their kids’ faces—and yet to the casual observer he looked almost disinterested in the comings and goings around him. It was something he’d perfected over the years, a casual, effortless presence: cool enough to fit in with anyone in any situation, but not too cool that people thought he was a snob.

And then she walked in and his cover was blown.

The girl was blonde and thin, nearly too thin, but what really stood out to Jason was how nervous she was. Painfully so. He wanted to reach out and pull her away from her parents, who were obviously more concerned with assessing the wealth of the fellow students than they were with their own daughter’s welfare. He kept his face averted, but his eyes remained on her.

Something about her pulled at him, made him want to hold her, kiss away her uncertainty. He wasn’t a virgin by any means, but he’d never felt this way about a girl within the first minute of setting eyes on her.

He waited until her parents had disappeared, then moved to stand beside the girl.

“I’m Jason. Need some help with your things?”

The grateful smile she gave him lit her up from the inside out. All the beauty he suspected beneath her overly pale skin, her prominent cheekbones, bloomed to life before him.

“That would be great,” she replied, staring into his eyes, seeming to get lost for a second.

His groin jumped with awareness and his gaze moved to her lips instinctively. He couldn’t wait to taste her. A taste that he was certain would be sweeter than anything he’d ever had on his tongue.

And then, polite little girl that he knew she’d been raised to be by the stiff-as-a-board couple who had dropped her off, she held her hand out. “I didn’t mean to be rude. My name’s Emma. Emma Holden.”

He curled his large fingers around the fine bones of her soft hand. And in that moment Jason Roberts wanted Emma Holden more than he’d ever wanted anything in his life. He might have been only eighteen, but already he knew he’d have her. And it would be exactly right. The best thing they’d ever done. For the both of them.
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Jason Roberts firmly believed that charging in on his white horse to save Emma Holden that first day of college was the stupidest thing he’d ever done. And somehow, he couldn’t escape the foreboding that attending his ten-year reunion might also end up at the top of his list of worst decisions.

He hadn’t been planning to come back to Palo Alto tonight, but his old drinking buddies had been hassling him for months to show up at the reunion. “The three of us are the reigning heroes of our graduation class,” was what they kept telling him. “It’s up to us to do a victory round, to show all those chicks with their noses in the air what they could have had.”

Jason had never thought about it exactly like that, but yeah, he supposed they had a point. None of them had hung out with the jocks, the sorority girls. They hadn’t been the big brains or future Olympic champions. Just a crew of good guys, tough guys who knew that they weren’t going back to where they came from. Each and every one of them had made a name for themselves in atypical ways, not by any means your average Stanford graduate who becomes an investment banker.

Rick Stodler had created an international construction empire. Ace McKinty had turned his flying lessons into one of the hottest low-cost airlines in the country. And Jason, well, he was proud of everything he’d accomplished. Damn proud.

He’d left Stanford as a poor kid who’d earned a fancy Economics degree on scholarship and had returned a multimillionaire. A world-famous chef. A New York Times bestselling cookbook author. And the recipient of People magazine’s Sexiest Bachelor of the Year Award. Two years running.

The moment he walked into the Stanford Faculty Club, he saw that Rick and Ace were right about the hero thing. Women surrounded him, phone numbers were pressed into his palms, slid into the pockets of his slacks.

His buddies waved him over and as he made his way across the room, Jason fought the urge to scan the room for Emma. He planned on looking laid-back, completely at ease when she saw him. Only half there, he’d settled into a conversation on great Thai restaurants in the city when a stacked redhead rubbed her tits against his arm and handed him a beer.

“Jason,” she said, her tongue coming out to lick the corner of her lips like a viper, “I can’t believe it’s been this long.”

“Did we have a class together?”

She pouted and it wasn’t a pretty look for a woman in her thirties, especially when she’d had a boatload of collagen injected into her lips. She reminded him of the trout he had on special at the restaurant last week.

She walked her fingers up his arm. “How could you forget our science labs in Chem 101?” She raised her voice in the gathering crowd to stake her claim. “Just you and me in a deserted lab, late at night. Up to all sorts of naughty things.”

Despite his act, Jason knew exactly who she was. Alicia Haynes, head of the Pi Phi sorority. One of the girls who had been too busy running after the frat boys and the jocks and the heirs to notice a boy on scholarship. She had made his freshman year chemistry class a living hell, all because he’d been unfortunate enough to land her as a lab partner.

Taking a long swig of his beer, Jason nodded. Her eyes perked up as she waited for him to fall into her ready arms. “Sorry,” he said, “don’t remember,” pausing just long enough to see her deflate like a punctured blow-up doll.

After the way Rick and Ace had built things up, Jason had expected to feel some sort of triumph about returning to Stanford as the poor-boy-who-

made-real-good. But frankly, after his run-in with Alicia, he realized he didn’t really feel anything either way.

Then again, hadn’t he known that none of this was about some girl in his chemistry lab who hadn’t given him the time of day?

This was about Emma.

And after ten long years of keeping his distance, of making sure he wouldn’t run into her under any circumstances, he knew the time had come to face his past.

To face the one woman he’d truly loved. And could never have.

He could feel her in the room. A decade might have passed, but her power over him was stronger than ever.

He couldn’t put it off any longer. He knew that. But this time, he decided, he wasn’t going to let her get the best of him. He’d had too many women, been in and out of too many beds to let one little slip of a girl wreck his life again.

Tonight, he would finally show her that even though she’d yanked his heart out of his chest in college, he’d had no trouble forgetting all about her. And moving on with his life.

Just like she had.

After issuing his buddies a blanket invitation to drop by his restaurant soon, regardless of the fact that the reservation book was full four months out, he headed for the bar. The room was crowded, but every nerve in his body was alive.

Slowly scanning the room for his quarry, he saw her. Sitting in the corner with Kate, her loud, opinionated best friend. As strange a pair today as they were in college.

Kate stepped away from the table, and when Emma’s ice blue eyes connected with his, Jason unexpectedly lost his breath. She was even more beautiful now than she had been in college. Thin, far too thin, and as prim and proper as a nun, but the raw need in her eyes drew him to her like a moth to a flame.

Ten years had passed since that day in the quad when he’d caught her swapping spit with Steven Cartwright. Jason had fooled himself into believing she saw past his poor boy, country roots. He’d loved her so much he’d ignored all the signs. Not being invited to lunch with her parents after that first, disastrous meal where he used the dessert fork instead of the salad fork. Not knowing anything about polo horses or real estate or yachts. He’d invited Emma into his world—his family had easily welcomed her into their fray—but she hadn’t wanted him in hers.

Still, wanting to be with her was instinctual. Like jumping out of a tenth-story window of a building on fire. And just as dangerous. For ten years he’d steered clear of her, turned down every alumni event invitation on the off chance that she might be there. He hadn’t wanted to see if he still needed her more than he needed to breathe.

He was sick of hiding from her. Sick of letting her think that she’d won. He hadn’t come here with a big plan. Frankly, he still didn’t have one. For all he knew the best thing to do was get the hell out of here, head back to Napa, try and forget all about her again. All he had to do was get in his car, get on the freeway, and head north.

And then what? He would slide into his plush king bed knowing that he was too much of a wimp to face her, that’s what. A self-made, multimillionaire, world-famous chef wimp.

Forget that.

It was time to take care of unfinished business. Namely, proving to himself that Emma didn’t have a hold over him anymore. And then he’d head back to his fields of Chardonnay and give 100 percent focus to the only thing that really mattered: Good food.

So he wasn’t going to turn and run. He wasn’t going to hide in his gleaming stainless-steel kitchen, hacking at animal bones with knives sharp enough to do serious damage to anything they came in contact with.

Rolling the tight muscles of his neck through his strong fingers, Jason fingered his Stanford University Ten-Year Reunion badge. Then he got ready to show Emma how badly she’d messed up in college by flaunting his fame, his money, and his fully intact hairline in her face.







Three



Emma saw the man she loved for the first time in a decade and forgot how to breathe as the final piece of her perfectly ordered world broke and fell to the floor. He looked the same as he had the first day she’d met him in their freshman dormitory, only wiser, stronger.

And even more gorgeous.

Jason Roberts was no longer a boy. He was a man. The most delectable man she’d ever seen.

Jason stood several inches over six feet, and his muscled limbs held the promise of incredible strength. Emma’s memories told her what was beneath his shirt and slacks and she shivered at the decadent thought of seeing him naked. Even if getting naked with Jason was the world’s most unlikely scenario.

His arms and legs would be corded with muscles, the natural, powerful physique of an athlete. He still pulled his slight, dark waves into a short ponytail at the back of his neck. It was a hairstyle that would have looked ridiculous on any other man in the room, but on Jason, the too-long hair just accentuated his masculinity.

Emma knew for a fact that every woman in the room had the same what-would-it-be-like-to-get-

naked-with-him daydream running through their minds. He was the kind of man that women noticed on the street, or in a restaurant, and couldn’t take their eyes off of, even if they were with a lover or husband already.

His sensuality was raw and impossible to ignore.

Seeing him, here, tonight, was the final blow. Emma started to slide off the chair as everything went black. But before she hit the floor, strong arms caught her. She inhaled a wonderfully familiar smell of freshly cut wood.

Jason’s aftershave.

“Emma,” he said and all it took was the sound of her name on his lips for every cell in Emma’s body to rev up with a combination of desire, hope, and fear. But the tingling in her breasts—plumper, fuller than they had been just five minutes ago—told her which of the three was winning out.

Desire.

Licking her dry lips, she croaked, “Welcome to the reunion.”

Jason’s face was hard. And so beautiful she thought she was dreaming. “Thanks,” he said, the sound of his voice sending shivers through her, from her toes to the tips of her breasts.

Her eyes locked on to his and she realized that if she couldn’t feel his tanned skin under her fingertips, if she couldn’t taste his lips on her tongue, if she couldn’t wrap her thighs around his hips, she’d go insane.

More than ten years after their first kiss, Emma’s world came down to Jason. Just as she must have always known it would, his first kiss as vividly imprinted in her brain as if it had just happened.
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It was freshman orientation day at the beach and Emma couldn’t believe she’d forgotten to bring a dry T-shirt to change into at the end of the day. Cold and feeling incredibly foolish, she decided to wait in the backseat of the dorm’s van for everyone to finish up and pile in. A few minutes later Jason poked his head in the door.

“Hey, loner. Wanna be loners together?”

She grinned as he scooted onto the long, fake leather bench seat to keep her company. Too shy to sit around in nothing but a towel and bikini top, and sure that she looked fat in her revealing clothes, she shivered in her wet T-shirt, partly from the dampness that was seeping into her skin, but mostly from being alone with Jason in such close quarters. There wasn’t enough air in the van for the both of them.

She was certain she was probably just imagining things, but even though they’d only known each other for a week, she already felt a special connection with Jason.

Particularly in the sexual sense.

Which explained why she couldn’t quite meet Jason’s eyes as he started stripping off his T-shirt.

“Here,” he said, startling a gasp from between her sun-reddened lips.

She looked at the bundle of fabric in his hands, uncomprehending for a moment. Dazedly, she realized he was offering her a chance to change into something dry.

“Thanks,” she said, as she took the shirt from him and slipped it over her head. His T-shirt, which said NICE GUYS COOK on it, was huge on her slim frame. She scooted her butt off of the seat and slid the hem of the T-shirt past her hips, pulling the wet towel away from her legs as well, semi-decent again and blissfully dry.

Jason’s T-shirt was warm from the heat of his body. Emma was branded with his scent—an elementally male essence of clean soap and sunshine that set the tips of her small breasts into tight buds. She sent up a silent prayer of thanks that she had his shirt on to cover up the telltale signs of her body’s sensual betrayal.

All throughout high school Emma had barely felt more than the slightest twinge of attraction for a guy. But now, the slight scent of Jason on his T-shirt was making her feel warm and moist between her legs.

How embarrassing was it that she was falling for the first guy who was nice to her in college? Especially when a gorgeous guy like Jason could have any girl he wanted, and every girl in their dorm had been flirting like crazy with him.

Her hands were still tingling from the quick exchange, as if they were anticipating more touches. Peering at him from underneath her lashes, Emma admired Jason’s body in his bathing suit, sans shirt. His chest was rock-hard, his abs a well-defined six-pack, and the vee of his chest between his well-muscled pecs sported a light dusting of gold-tipped brown hair. Just enough chest hair to be sexy, she thought, as she ran her eyes over his toned, tanned legs as well.

Emma forcefully cut herself off. What was she doing ogling him so obviously? Her mother would be having a coronary if she could see her oversexed daughter now. Forcing a bright smile, she said, “Everyone at Stanford seems really nice, don’t they?”

He grinned at her, saying, “They sure do,” and the force of his smile just about blew his T-shirt right off of her. For the first time in her life, Emma knew what it was like to yearn for someone. She felt as if she were in heat under the full wattage of his smile.

Just then, the hired driver slid into the front seat and called back to them, “Looks like it’s just the two of you heading back right now.” The driver shot off and as they rounded a sharp corner in an effort to keep from falling on top of him, she placed her hands up against his bare chest. But Jason’s arms were already around her, just barely keeping her from sliding off the seat.

Pressed against each other, their lips just a breath apart, she looked up into his eyes. Unable to resist the pull he had over her, she leaned in the final inch. Jason pulled her into him and bent his head, lowering his full lips to hers.

She felt his breath and then the soft, alluring pressure of his warm skin against her mouth, already swollen in anticipation of his kiss.

The kiss was sweet and sensual and the most powerful sexual experience Emma had ever had in her life. She slid her tongue into his mouth, wanting to know his taste, wanting to devour him.

Jason groaned as her tongue slipped into his mouth, and he deepened the kiss, pulling her even closer to him. Her hands danced over the hot skin of his chest, and began, of their own volition, to move lower, toward the waistband of his swim shorts. Emma was unaware of the driver, oblivious to anything but how glorious it felt to be held in Jason’s arms, to be kissed into delirium by him.
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The way Jason was looking at her was scary yet exciting, like he wanted to devour her, just as he had so many years ago. He was so close that Emma could feel his elemental warmth envelop her, pumping life into her cold blood.

The only time she’d ever let herself really live was with Jason. And she wanted to live again.

“Come outside with me,” he said and those four simple words excited her more than anything ever had, even though somewhere in the back of her brain a warning bell was sounding, alerting her that Jason wanting to be with her out of the blue like this made no sense at all.

But Emma had the rest of her life to examine her mistakes, to see where she’d gone wrong in betraying him and choosing a plastic existence over the real, flesh and blood life that she and Jason might have created together. Tonight was her one chance to be with him, to finally give herself to him fully and completely. And she was going to take it.

A whispered, “Yes,” was all Emma could manage as she walked to the door, knowing that Jason was behind her with every step, his heat, the potency of his gaze burning through her.

Sudden, powerful lust coursed through her veins. She felt wild and far more wicked than she ever had before, except in her secret erotic dreams. From this moment on, tonight was for her, damn the consequences.

With Jason dangerously close behind her, so close that she could hear his even breathing in her ears, Emma pushed through the heavy double doors and inhaled the cool night air. It did little to quell her fever. Her desire. She welcomed the chill after the heat of too many bodies, all trying to outdo each other with bragging about how far they’d come in the ten years since college. Amazingly, the headache that had been building up all day behind her eyes, threatening to break her skull apart, disappeared.

The thought was fleeting—Jason is the best medicine, just as he always was—floating around inside of her, waiting for a quiet time when she could dissect it.

She’d always loved the Stanford campus with its mature oaks and palm trees, large expanses of lawn, and the mix of old stone buildings with modern glass and steel structures. But tonight, as Emma moved away from the faculty club into the night, buoyed by Jason’s silent urging from behind her to go farther, beyond the clinking of wineglasses, away from the overly bright laughter, she was oblivious to her surroundings.

Under the fronds of a palm tree, she turned to face him, praying for boldness, hoping for the strength to see this through.

Jason’s smile was feral, intense. “The usual place?”

Emma shivered at his words, knowing that she didn’t deserve his invitation to revisit their past. His offer was a gift, the most valuable gift she had ever been offered. Far more precious than a BMW or a diamond bracelet or anything her ex-husband had ever given her.

Another fleeting thought passed through her—I would give up everything for this man—and again she let it sink deep into her. Something else to add to her list, to deal with later.

“Yes,” she whispered again, her eyes bright with unforgotten memories. “The lake.”

Eighteen again, they ran through the night, traversing familiar, well-worn dirt paths through campus, past the dorms, past the faculty offices, out into the University wild lands. The leather rims of Emma’s shoes bit into her heels, her lungs whooshed and pumped for air, her hair fell from its tight ponytail to dance at her shoulder blades. She felt free. Like anything was possible. Like dreams came true. And even though she knew from experience that real life wasn’t ever going to be a fairy tale, tonight she was going to pretend that it could be.

Through their clasped hands, Jason’s lifeblood infused her with renewal. Like a vampire, Emma sucked at his power and let it fill her until the dried-up stick of a woman from just minutes ago was nearly erased.

And then the lake on the edge of campus stood before them, a full moon revealed on its clear, still surface.

Fear hit her like a jackhammer, right at the place in her skull that had been on the verge of detonation in the ballroom. Who was she kidding? She wasn’t a woman who ran with the wolves, for God’s sake. Soft visions of fairy-tale endings fled and she felt more vulnerable than ever before.

As if he could sense her sudden panic, Jason said, “It’s now or never, Emma.”

His words were neither an invitation nor a condemnation, and a picture of the rest of her life assaulted her. It wasn’t pretty. It wasn’t interesting.

If she didn’t take this “now” there would only be “never” for the rest of her life.

Turning to face him, holding his hazel gaze with her own she spoke the word that would seal her fate.

“Now.”
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What the hell am I doing?

Jason knew he should leave. Right now. Five minutes ago, even. He was supposed to make a little small talk, put the past firmly in the past, then forget Emma and get on with his life.

But with Emma’s lips mere inches from his, with her breasts close enough for him to lean into, Jason was hard-pressed to think of anything but touching her. Kissing her.

Making love to her.

A ruthless voice inside him—a voice that Emma had unleashed with her betrayal in college, a voice that had never been silenced since—quickly reminded Jason that love had nothing to do with it.

And so he admitted to himself that from the moment he’d seen her across the crowded room, he’d wanted to own her, to possess her with everything he had. His hands. His mouth. His teeth. His cock.

Especially his cock.

But just as he had known that coming to the reunion was not one of his better ideas, he knew that taking Emma to the lake, taking everything she had kept from him in college was a bad idea. He’d heard that she was newly divorced and, therefore, vulnerable. And yet, all the wisdom in the world didn’t matter tonight.

Because the look in her eyes from the moment he’d entered the room told him she was going to serve herself up to him on a platter tonight. She wanted him and he was desperate to see if fireworks shot off when he touched her.

If dynamite exploded.

If the inferno still raged.

Which meant the last thing he needed to do was come on too strong. He knew Emma better than anyone else, knew it wouldn’t take much for her to run from him back to the safety of her boring, perfect little life. And then he would have lost his chance.

To take all that she’d withheld from him in college.

And then, hopefully, to forget all about her. Something he should have done ten years ago.

Standing on the edge of the lake where they’d shared so much, Emma had made her choice. “Now,” she’d said, but still he waited. He waited for her to make the first move that would seal her fate.

And he would keep waiting, even if it killed him. Because when all was said and done, he didn’t want to give Emma any cause to blame him for ripping apart her perfect little world.

He wanted her to know that she had destroyed her life all by herself.
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