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				1

				KATHERINE “KAT” Moore stepped off the exit ramp into the Las Vegas International Airport with her long blond hair piled on top of her head, ready for a hot bath, cool sheets and her own bed, which she hadn’t slept in for months. After globe-trotting with a couple of big-name pop stars’ tours back-to-back, she’d found the escape she’d sought, but the lifestyle had taken a toll. She was done. This was it. She wanted roots, a pet, a fridge full of her favorite things. Stability.

				Wearily, she headed toward the luggage area when her cell phone started to ring. Dang it, she knew she should have left the darn thing off. Kat sighed and dug the phone out of her purse to see her agent’s number on the display. Of course. They’d been arguing when she’d had to turn off her phone in Italy to head to the States.

				“Yes, I’m home, Michael,” she said, without saying hello. “And no, I’m still not taking the new tour. I don’t care if it’s Derek Mercer or how many number-one hits he has. I don’t need the money and you probably need it less.” She needed a life. She needed… No. No, she didn’t. She refused to think of what she really needed, what she’d run away from—apparently unsuccessfully.

				“You’re right,” Michael answered. “You’re not taking a tour. I have something just as big and you get to stay right here in Vegas.”

				She stopped walking. “I’m listening.” Someone bumped into her and she quickly moved to the side of the walkway as clusters of people passed by.

				“I got a call this morning from M&M Studios. They have a top secret project they’re working on. They won’t release details over the phone, but the pay is double your tour pay if you get the gig and you were requested by name.”

				“Double? You have to be freaking kidding me.”

				“Money isn’t something I ever joke about.”

				“No kidding,” she said, thinking that the house she’d planned to surprise her parents with for their retirement next year might just have gotten bigger. “And I’m not complaining.”

				“I need you at the Wind Walker Hotel in thirty minutes.”

				“Wait. No. I’m a mess. I’m grimy and tired. I’ve traveled halfway across the world. And who asked for me, anyway?”

				“They want to make a decision today. They’re waiting on you. I told them you’d be there. This is my reputation and yours. You’re committed.”

				She was going to kill him. “Michael—”

				“You said you wanted to stay home in Vegas. You said you wanted stability. I’m giving it to you. Get your skinny, pretty little backside over there—and do it now. Call me from a cab and I’ll fill you in on whatever details I can.” He hung up.

				She gaped at the phone. He’d flipping hung up on her. She growled low in her throat and started walking. She’d been with Michael ten years, since she’d turned twenty and landed her first big dancing job. If she didn’t like him so much, she’d fire his “pretty little backside.” She wasn’t going to an interview now.

				Damn. Damn. Damn. She had to go. He told them she’d go, and her decision to put down some roots meant there would be less opportunities for work. She glanced down at herself as she stepped onto an escalator leading to baggage claim. She had on a PINK Victoria’s Secret T-shirt and faded jeans with a rip down the leg. She looked more like she was hanging out at the house on a day off—not to mention that she felt like death warmed over, after a number of time changes.

				She rushed onward to baggage claim to discover her bag was missing. Frustrated, she dialed Michael. She couldn’t do this interview. Not now. She’d make a bad impression.

				He didn’t answer. She glanced at the time of their last call. She was never going to make it to the interview if she stayed and argued about her luggage. She hesitated and thought of her parents, of their dream retirement, of living close enough so she could actually see them. She hurried toward the exit and the cab line.

				The interview was poorly scheduled, but it was a blessing, and if it worked out, she’d be thanking Michael for pushing her.

				* * *

				TWENTY MINUTES LATER, Kat still hadn’t reached Michael and she was pretty sure he was avoiding her calls so she couldn’t back out of the interview. By the time the cab pulled up to the front of the towering Wind Walker Hotel, one of the largest casinos on the strip, Kat had removed her hair clip, applied lipstick and unsuccessfully tried to cover her dark circles.

				She paid the driver and dialed Michael again. She didn’t even know where she was going at this point. Finally he answered, and before she could even speak, he demanded, “Are you there?”

				“Yes, and—”

				“I have my contact on my cell so hold on,” he said, and she heard him say, “She’s there.” He came back to Kat. “Where are you?”

				“I’m at the front door, but—”

				“Front door,” he told whoever he was talking to, then back to Kat, “Go to the bellman and give him your name. You’ll be escorted.”

				“Okay, but—”

				“Hurry,” he said. “Kat. This is bigger than I thought. This is huge. Call me after. Go get ’em, tiger.” He hung up.

				Kat let out a breath and just gave up. She found the bellman and gave him her name. She resolved to do what she did in the middle of a tour when something went wrong—she just needed to roll with the punches. An employee led her to the hotel theater ticket booth and a row of offices behind it.

				The woman knocked on a door. A few seconds later, to Kat’s surprise, Ellie Campbell, an old friend and top-notch choreographer, rushed from the room, pulling the door shut behind her. “Kat!” Ellie’s arms were outstretched, her long hair that, at least for today, was a pale shade of light blue, floating behind her.

				Kat hugged Ellie, whom she’d met on a television project a good seven or eight years before.

				“I can’t believe you’re here,” Ellie said, leaning back to inspect her friend. “I wanted you for this project so badly. I couldn’t believe the timing of you coming home today!”

				“I can’t wait to hear the details, but what happened to Stepping Up? I thought you were judging?”

				“Oh, I am,” she said. “I love it. Absolutely love it.”

				Kat’s stomach twisted with the connection the show held to the very past she was avoiding. “I’m confused. Then why am I here? Why are you here? Surely you don’t have time to work on a Vegas show?”

				“The studio came up with this idea that we should organize a multi-state tour in between seasons and a Vegas show to run for a full year here at the hotel. The show will open a month before auditions start for season three of Stepping Up. The catch? They gave us a whole six weeks to make this happen. Thankfully though, the tour will be after season three ends. It’s fun and exciting, but—” she grinned and rubbed her stomach “—I have a bun in the oven. I just dropped the bombshell on the studio. I can’t travel to judge and do the Vegas show. It’s too much.”

				Kat gaped. “A bun in the oven. How?”

				They both laughed.

				“Okay,” Kat said. “I know how.”

				Ellie raised her finger. “Last season we had a new production manager for Stepping Up. Needless to say, we sort of hit it off.”

				“Sort of?” Kat teased, staring at the gorgeous white diamond on her friend’s finger.

				“I’ll tell you the story later. But right now, we need a replacement for me on the live show and the tour. I saw your name on a prospect list and knew you were the one, but I called and got your service.”

				“I’ve been out of the country for months.”

				“So they told me, but I was determined to reach you. I contacted your agent. It has to be fate, honey, because you arrived today, and we really need to wrap up interviews today. Good, bad or ugly, we need to nail this down. You can make this end with good, and leave the bad and the ugly behind. I just know it.”

				The door behind them opened, and a sixty-something woman whose hair was dyed a dark chestnut color appeared. Ellie turned to her. “Dawn. Thanks for coming. How did it go?”

				“Excellent. I agreed to take the job. I’m thrilled.”

				“Wonderful. I am, too.” Ellie hugged Dawn before she departed, then whispered to Kat. “You’d never know from looking at her, but that woman is the hottest new costume designer in this city. I’m talking smoking-hot designs. And we aren’t in prime time like Stepping Up is. We have to dirty up this show to make it work for Vegas.”

				Kat laughed, but it didn’t sound completely genuine and she knew it. All she could think of was the TV show and its connection to her past. “I’ve learned to never judge a book by its cover in this business. I’d love to see Dawn’s designs.”

				Ellie motioned to the door. “Let’s go meet everyone. I’m excited. This is going to be so good.”

				He wasn’t here, she decided. He wasn’t a part of this. If he had heard her name, he would have said no. This was going to be okay. It was going to be good. They wouldn’t see each other. “Me, too,” Kat said decisively. This was exciting. It was a great opportunity.

				Ellie rushed into the room. “I have a surprise. I made a phone call and got lucky. The perfect choreographer I’ve been telling you guys about is here. She’s the one.”

				Kat felt her cheeks heat and her stomach twist. Ellie was giving her some big shoes to fill. She drew a calming breath and then followed Ellie into the room. A group of six people sat around a conference table, but she only saw one—the one sitting at the head of the table. She only saw him. Jason Alright, with his light brown tousled hair, his square jaw shadowed with stubble and his deep green eyes, intense as they met hers. Those eyes reached inside her and warmed her in all kinds of wickedly wonderful, and yet painful, ways, as they always did. Those soulfully sexy eyes had landed her in bed with him two years before, just before she’d left the country. And ten years before, those same eyes had spoken to her heart, her soul, the day they’d stood at the altar and gotten married.

				This wasn’t going to work. She had to leave now.

				Jason’s eyes narrowed and he shook his head ever-so-slightly, telling her not to leave, and reading her like he always did. Did he know she was coming? Surely, he hadn’t known.

				“This is Kat Moore,” Ellie said to the group, touching Kat’s arm and announcing, “Kat is the best choreographer in this business.” She elbowed Kat. “After me, of course.”

				Kat laughed. “Of course.”

				Ellie grinned and continued, “She just got back from a world tour with the pop star Marcus Knight today, which was pure luck for us.” She glanced at Kat, explaining, “We’re basically trying to bring Stepping Up to life in a musical, and the best people to make that happen are those who are a part of the television show, who understand what that means. So we’re important to the creative process, though most of us won’t stay involved beyond that. We just can’t swing the time for both the Vegas production and the TV show.”

				Kat let out a discreet breath. Maybe Jason wasn’t going to be involved long-term. Maybe that’s why he didn’t want her to leave. Maybe.

				Ellie began her introductions, going around the table quickly. Kat greeted two women and a man before Ellie said, “Meet Lana Taylor and Darla Nelson, both judges for the show, as I’m sure you know. We trust them, so their help enables us to work under such a tight time crunch.”

				“We’re arguing over casting,” said Lana, a pretty brunette known for her diva attitude on the show. “Nothing new there, though, if you watch the show.”

				Kat didn’t watch. Ever. But it wasn’t like she could say, Sorry. I don’t watch because my ex-husband that I’ve never stopped loving, who’s ripped my heart out a few too many times, is one of the stars.

				“No, indeed,” Darla chimed in, shoving a long lock of blond hair behind her ear. “There’s nothing new about Lana and I disagreeing.” She smiled at Kat. “You’ll get used to us fighting, though. Even I have. It’s very nice to meet you, Kat. I’m excited to meet someone Ellie is so excited about.”

				“Oh, please,” Lana said. “Enough with the excitement.”

				Darla laughed and wrapped an arm around Lana. “You’d never know she likes me.”

				“I don’t,” Lana said tightly and then sighed. “Oh, okay, I do, but that’s a big secret, Kat. The audience loves our bickering.”

				The mention of a secret echoed in Kat’s mind, and her gaze discreetly slid to Jason’s, the connection tingling down her spine with shared understanding. They had a secret, too. A past they’d never hidden, but it had been so long ago, before either of them were established in the industry.

				“And last but not least,” Ellie announced. “Meet Jason Alright. He’s—”

				“Hello, Kat.”

				“Jason,” she said softly.

				“You look good. Your hair’s longer now.”

				“And you forgot how to shave.”

				He ran his hand behind his neck and laughed, a soft, warm sexy sound that sizzled along her nerve endings. She loved the man’s laugh. “I guess I did,” he agreed, glancing around the room and announcing, “Yes. We know each other.” They knew each other all right, and a few people understood how, but then, they’d been unknowns, barely getting started, always apart. He patted the table beside him. “Come sit down, Kat.”

				By him. She wanted to be by him. That was dangerous. She’d be so close to touching him—way, way too close. Touching him was bad and oh-so-good. She’d proven, over and over again, that not only was she putty in Jason’s hands, she enjoyed every second of it.

				Jason rose and, pulling the chair out for her, she moved toward him. It was official. Not only was he still tall, lean and muscular, he still made black jeans, a Harley T-shirt and biker boots look like the definition of sin in the city. And she would bet her left arm that somewhere nearby he had a leather jacket, despite the heat of Vegas in July.

				“Oh, good grief,” Lana grumbled. “The man doesn’t hold a chair for me and I sit next to him at the judges’ table for months of every year. Do tell, Kat. How exactly do you and Jason know each other?”

				Jason glanced at Lana. “If I held your chair for you, you’d just roll it over my foot. I’ve learned to keep my distance.”

				Darla nodded in agreement. “Smart man.”

				Kat cut her gaze from Jason’s to sit down and gain composure before facing the group, but it didn’t help. He was close, so close, and his all-too-familiar spicy masculine scent flared in her nostrils. He still wore the same cologne, and she remembered burying her nose in his chest to inhale that amazing scent.

				He helped her scoot her chair forward and his fingers brushed her shoulders, sending a shock wave of sensations rushing over her, heating her skin.

				A knock sounded on the door and a woman walked in. “Ms. Moore’s agent sent over her demo reel.”

				“Oh, excellent,” Ellie exclaimed. “Please load it for us.” The woman moved to the end of the table where a pedestal held a television and various electronic equipment. Ellie looked at Kat. “You’re okay with that, right? I know your work, but not everyone else does.”

				“Of course,” Kat assured her. “That’s expected.”

				The lights went out and the demo began to play, but Jason wasn’t watching it. He was watching her. She could feel his stare, hot and heavy, impossibly hot and heavy. It was all she could do not to turn to him, not to tell him to stop, not to reach out and touch him. She was as conflicted about the man as she’d always been.

				The demo ended in seven minutes, though it felt like an hour, and the lights came back on.

				“That was fantastic,” Darla commented, and several of the other people in attendance murmured similar comments. “I knew you’d worked with some big names, but you’ve worked with a lot more than I thought.”

				“I’ve been blessed with opportunities,” Kat said.

				“And some big egos,” Darla said. “How do you manage to teach a routine to a famous pop star who thinks they have nothing to learn?”

				“I’ve been lucky enough to have worked with stars who want to stay stars and want to deserve their hype,” Kat answered.

				“Lucky is right,” Ellie said. “I haven’t been that lucky.”

				“I’ve had more of the power-trip ego issues with dancers who resent a new choreographer getting the job they wanted,” Kat added.

				“And how do you handle that?” Darla asked.

				Ellie snorted. “Out-dance them and shut them up.”

				Kat reluctantly agreed. “I’ve been forced into that position but I don’t like it. I try to enlist their help and stroke their egos.”

				Darla studied her a long moment. “You’ve been all over the world. Are you going to be happy here in one place? We really need someone who will stick it out at least a year. And even when we do travel, right now it’s all in the States.”

				“Vegas is my home,” Kat explained. “I grew up here. My parents are here. I really am ready to be here as well. I want to put down roots and sleep in my own bed every night.”

				“I told you this was perfect timing,” Ellie added, and to Kat, “And girlfriend, I don’t know how you did back-to-back concert tours. I did one and it almost killed me.”

				“You have to be at the right place in your life to do it,” Kat said. “I was young and free and I saw the world. Now I’m home.”

				“So that’s it?” Jason asked, his question forcing her to look at him. “No more traveling?”

				“Not for me,” she said, unintentionally referencing the past history between them, of demanding careers that had separated them, then tore them apart. Kat could have kicked herself for the slip, watching his eyes narrow with understanding. He couldn’t have known she was coming today because he knew, just as she did, that the past was never the past. She just had to survive this interview and get out of here and let Jason deal with how he told everyone she wasn’t the right choice.

				“Kat,” Darla said, drawing Kat’s attention back to the present. Darla then led her into the first of a series of questions that seemed to come from everyone but Jason. As a former casting director, Darla was tough and detailed, but Kat liked her quite a lot and they hit if off quickly.

				A good forty-five minutes later, Darla leaned back in her chair and said, “You have my vote, honey. You rock.”

				“For once we agree,” Lana said. “I’m sold. We obviously need to talk amongst ourselves but I’m going on record as a ‘yes.’” Murmurs of agreement followed around the table.

				“Thank you, ladies,” Kat said, feeling her stomach twist with regret. She liked these people. She could get excited about this job.

				Ellie clapped, always youthful by nature. “Now we just need our director to give the okay.”

				“Who’s the director?” Kat asked, mostly out of curiosity. She wasn’t taking this job.

				“I am,” Jason said softly, drawing her shocked gaze. “And I know what Kat is capable of. She’d be perfect.”

				Kat sucked in a breath at Jason’s double meaning, and the very idea that Jason was suggesting they work together. She turned her head so the others couldn’t see her, giving him an “are you crazy?” look before deciding she was missing something. “How can you direct this show and do Stepping Up? You have auditions and filming in L.A.”

				“We’re filming the entire season here in the hotel this year,” he said, leaning back in his seat. In other words, he’d be here, with her, far more than he’d be gone. No. Not with her. She wasn’t with him. She wouldn’t be with him. His lips curved. “As far as I’m concerned, you have the job. We’ll contact your agent with an offer right away.”

				She couldn’t seem to form any words. Her and Jason, both in Vegas, both working on the same show. She tore her gaze from his and pushed to her feet. “Thanks, everyone, for your time and consideration. I sincerely enjoyed meeting you all. Darla—” she offered her hand to Darla, who stood up to shake it “—let’s have lunch sometime soon.”

				Darla gave her a keen look. “Because we aren’t going to be working together, are we?”

				“I hope we will work together, yes,” she said.

				“But not now,” Darla pushed.

				“I have some conflicts I need to talk to my agent about,” she said honestly, refusing to look at Jason, who was still seated. She maneuvered around the chair and waved at the group, telling them goodbye, and finally darted for the exit.

				She shut the door behind her and raced down the hall, her heart in her throat, choking her. She made it to the ticket booth when Jason’s hand gently shackled her arm. Suddenly, she was in a small hallway behind the booth, back against the wall, his hand on the surface above her head. She could smell his damnable cologne, feel the heat of his body, and it made her mad.

				“Did you know I was coming?” she asked.

				“Yes.”

				“And you didn’t warn me?”

				“Would you have come?”

				“You wanted me to come?”

				“Yes.”

				“Yes? That’s all you’re going to say? Just ‘yes’?”

				“It’s not complicated. It doesn’t require a long explanation. Yes. Yes, I wanted you to come.”

				“You know we can’t work together.”

				“We work great together. No one gets my creative vision more than you.”

				“No,” she said. “No. This won’t work.” She leaned away from the wall.

				“Come on, KandyKat,” he said sincerely. His hand closed on her shoulder, sending a rush of heat all the way to her toes. “We’re good together. You know we are. We’ll rock this show in a big way.”

				“Don’t call me that,” she snapped, referring to the old nick-name that only he used. “And ‘good together’ doesn’t make us good for each other.”

				“The show needs you. I need you.”

				I need you. His words shuddered through her, and she knew she was in trouble. In trouble, because she wanted him to mean something beyond the show.

				“No.” She stepped around him. “I’m not doing this with you again.” She took off walking, and this time he let her. Just like he had two years before. Just like he always did.

				* * *

				JASON KNEW THE minute he’d said he needed her, he’d screwed up and sent her running for the hills like she always did. But not this time. He’d let her go before, and regretted it every day since.

				He rounded the corner and entered the hallway, then walked back into the interview room. The room went silent, everyone was staring at him. He went to his seat and grabbed his notebook.

				“We’re done,” he said. “And Kat’s in. I’ll get her.”

				“Do you need her agent’s number?” Ellie asked.

				“I know Michael,” he said. “I’ll talk to him.”

				He headed to the door. The minute he’d been told about this project, he knew it was meant to be. That it had come to him—to him and Kat—at the right time. They were both home, where they belonged. Together.
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				TWO DAYS LATER, on a Friday afternoon, Kat sat on her overstuffed brown couch with her feet bare, wearing blue jeans, a tank and minus a bra or makeup. The idea was to indulge in a leisurely afternoon in her cozy, too-often-unoccupied home, and to stop the constant replay of her encounter with Jason in her mind. Her current effort to distract herself had her with a book in her hand and a movie playing on her flat-screen television.

				Her cell phone rang and she ignored it. She knew who it was. Her agent. Michael had called her ten times today, begging her to take the job with Jason, which wasn’t making her efforts to forget her ex any easier.

				The doorbell rang and she hit the mute button on the remote control. She grabbed the forty bucks she’d put on the glossy maple coffee table for the teenage sisters who lived next-door who had hit her up for their school chocolate sale. She’d made them squeal when she’d told them she’d take forty bars. Kat’s mom and dad loved candy and she loved seeing the kids get excited. The bell rang again and she smiled. Eager teenage girls. Gotta love ’em.

				Kat padded across the marble tiled floor to open the door, and before she even opened the screen, she flashed the money. “I have the cash.”

				Jason grinned and leaned on the door frame, muscles flexing under a plain black T-shirt that didn’t look plain on him at all. “That’s not enough to make me go away,” he said, eying the two twenties in her hand. His gaze slid over her pink tank top and then lifted. “Not even close.”

				She growled and shoved the money into her pocket, then crossed her arms in front of her chest as she inadvertently noted his clean-shaven jaw, all smooth and ready…for her skin. That little bad girl thought made her as angry as she was eternally hot for the man. “I’m going to kill Michael for giving you my address.”

				“Your parents,” Jason supplied.

				She rolled her eyes and dropped her arms in frustration. “Oh, good grief.”

				“They always liked me.”

				Oh, didn’t she know it. They loved the man almost as much as she did. “Why are you here?”

				“You know why.”

				“Save your breath.”

				“Not a chance. Invite me in.”

				“Not happening.”

				“Why?”

				“You know why.”

				He stared at her, his green eyes cutting through the screen like a diamond on glass. “Kat,” he said softly, pressing his hand on the screen. “Let me in.” The words vibrated with a plea, and she knew he wasn’t talking about the door anymore.

				“I can’t,” she whispered, unable to stop herself from flattening her hand against his. Warmth spread up her arm and over her chest. His head dropped to the screen and so did hers. She could feel him everywhere he wasn’t touching, everywhere he wasn’t—shouldn’t—be. She wanted to rip the screen away, to hold him and to feel him hold her—to get lost in him just one last time. It was always just one last time.

				“I can’t do this again. This is what happens. The door is the only thing keeping it from happening now.”

				“I’m not going to tell you we won’t end up in bed together,” he said after a long pause.

				“That’s not helping your case if you want me to take this job,” she said, wondering why his assurance that they might end up between the sheets was comforting rather than the opposite.

				“I’ve never lied to you, Kat,” he said, his voice thickening. “I’m not going to start now. I want you. I never stopped wanting you. And I want you involved in the show. Enough that I used my pull to double the salary offer originally sent to your agent’s office.”

				She pulled back to gape. “What? That’s an insane amount of money.” She shook her head. “This isn’t about money to me. You know money isn’t why I do what I do.”

				“You love spoiling your parents rotten, and you know it. This will let you do it in a big way. This is security for them and for you.”

				“I spoil them because we spent a lot of years struggling when I was growing up.”

				“You don’t have to justify it to me of all people. You know I love your parents, I know how they struggled. I was there when they were helping you through college, remember?”

				Yes, oh yes, she remembered. Love, marriage and his career that started two years before hers and tore them apart.

				“I admire you for what you do for them,” he continued. “You know I spoil mine as well. Look, Kat, I have to get you in or out by Monday. We have open call tomorrow and Sunday and with seventy spots to fill. Ellie can handle it, but if you’re in, I know you. You’ll want to cherry-pick the dancers. At least come to the set and observe. See how you feel being there with me. And if it’s still a ‘no,’ I’ll let this go. Just give me one day.”

				“Why are you pushing so hard to make this happen?”

				“Do you remember when we went to San Francisco and we got down to the pier and we couldn’t get a cab back to the hotel, and the trams were shut down?”

				The weekend he’d proposed. “You know I remember that weekend.” She thought of that panicked moment on the pier and found herself smiling in spite of everything. “My feet were killing me and we just had to keep walking.”

				“I carried you.”

				“And fell down.”

				“And you pulled me back to my feet, spotted a midnight movie joint, where we ate too much popcorn, and then the cabs were free. We worked it out together, just like we’ll work this out. We’re older, wiser and more mature. We’re both professionals.” He touched the screen again. “Tomorrow, Kat. 6:00 a.m. Please. Be there.” He backed up, his eyes holding hers. Her cell phone began to ring. “And take your agent’s calls. He might have something to say worth listening to.” He turned and started walking away.

				Kat stared after him, watching his sexy, loose-legged swagger as he headed to his motorcycle, fighting the urge to go drag him back and rip off his clothes and have her wicked way with him.

				With a frustrated sound, she rushed back to the living room, away from the door and the hot man on the bike. Her phone had stopped ringing, but Jason’s words played in her mind. Take your agent’s calls. He might have something to say worth listening to. She frowned and reached over the couch to snap up her cell. Jason didn’t say anything without a purpose. Kat hit her voice mail button and listened to the most recent message from Michael.

				“I know you’re a perfectionist even when it comes to being stubborn, but listen up.” Kat ground her teeth. Michael had been with her through her painful split from Jason. He knew good, darn well she was trying to be smart and keep her personal and professional lives separate. That wasn’t stubborn, it was smart. “I don’t know what’s going on with you and Jason, but he wants you on this job in a big way. He gave the studio an ultimatum, Kat. He insisted they do whatever it takes to get you—including doubling your offer—or he’ll pay back his signing bonus and walk. I know Jason’s involvement is messing with your head, but if you won’t call me back, call him. Call one of us.”

				Kat dropped the phone and stared at it like it was a snake about to bite her. A second later, she launched herself into action and ran for the door, yanking it and the screen open, just in time to see Jason’s motorcycle turn the corner.

				“What are you doing, Jason?” she whispered, at the same moment her eyes caught on something sitting on top of the porch stairs. Her heart skipped a beat as she forced her bare feet to cross the porch and pick up the KandyKat bar, all too aware of the memory it was meant to stir. You’re sweeter than candy, Jason used to say, right before he proceeded to prove he meant it. He had no intention of keeping his hands off of her. That was the message now. He wanted her to show up tomorrow with her eyes wide open.

				Kat turned and went back inside, shutting the door behind her, trying to shut out temptation, the memories, to shut out him. She fumbled to find her phone to call Jason, and then stopped. If she called, he’d know years hadn’t erased his number from her memory any more than they had erased him from her heart. Not that he didn’t know that. He knew. She didn’t hide how affected she was by him. She couldn’t if she tried, so she just didn’t try. Still, she hesitated. Jason had threatened to quit over her. She glanced down at the Kit Kat bar. She didn’t understand what was going on with him, only that she had to talk to him. She had to understand. Kat dropped her face into her hands. She was going to the auditions tomorrow.

				* * *

				IT WAS SIX O’CLOCK on the dot the next morning and Jason sat at a long table beneath the stage with Darla and Lana to his left, when the odd sixth sense he’d always had for Kat shot through him. He turned on the pretense of surveying the rows of stadium seating filled with hopeful dancers waiting to audition. He scanned and found her inside the entrance, off to the right of the doors, leaning against the wall. Jason smiled to himself and turned back around. He picked up his coffee and took a sip, savoring more than the caffeine. She was here, that was what counted. And he knew his Kat. She wouldn’t be against that back wall for long, especially considering Ellie and her assistant choreographer for the day were calling the first group of dancers to the stage. No, she would stand back there, adrenaline pumping with the desire to be in the mix of things. He gave her an hour, tops, before she was on the stage.

				He relaxed into his seat, watching Ellie take the dancers through steps. He glanced at the scorecard he and the other judges would use to rank the dancers, then compare them to Ellie’s notes. Those with the top scores at the end of the day would be called back for another audition. Darla wouldn’t need her scorecard. She’d know every dancer and their strengths with incredible exactness.

				Ellie was about to dismiss the third group forty-five minutes later, when Kat called out, “Wait! Wait! Ellie, hold on a minute.”

				Jason smiled, not even needing to turn around to know she was running down the aisle. “It’s Kat,” Darla said, glancing behind her and then at him, narrowing her gaze. “You knew she was here.”

				“Yeah,” he said.

				“Kat!” Ellie yelled into her mic. “Well, yeehaw!” Ellie stepped to the edge of the stage right as Kat stopped beside the judges’ table. She reached over him, the sweet scent of woman—his woman, or she would be again if he had anything to say about it—teased his nostrils. Damn, he wanted her.

				“Can you have this group run the routine once more, please?” Kat asked.

				Ellie grinned. “If it gets you one step closer to getting your backside up here, then sure thing.”

				Darla and Lana waved at Kat. “We’re so glad you’re here.”

				“Does this mean we get to keep you?” Darla asked.

				“Yeah,” Jason said. “Does it mean we—” translate he “—get to keep you?”

				Kat gave him an incredulous look. “You didn’t tell them?”

				“No,” Darla said. “He didn’t tell us. Did you take the job?”

				“No,” Kat said. “I appreciate your eagerness but I’m observing while I try to figure out a bit of a conflict before the Monday deadline for me to make a decision.” Her gaze touched Jason’s. She still had her backpack over her shoulder, as if she was ready to bolt. “This doesn’t mean I’m in.”

				“You’re just a very hands-on observer,” he teased, glancing at her skintight leggings and tank top, and the long braid down her back that she wore when she worked. All of which said that she’d come to dance.

				She grimaced and motioned between her and him. “You and I need to talk.”

				He leaned into the microphone. “Give us ten, Ellie.” He stood up and faced her, lowering his voice for her ears only. “At your beck and call. I always am. You should know that by now.” He was all about talking, and he’d like to start with what had happened the last time they were together, but he knew better. Not only was there no time now, but she ran then, and if he pushed too hard she’d run now. He wasn’t going to let that happen.

				“I didn’t mean this second,” she said. “Later.”

				God, she was beautiful with her hair pulled back, her blue eyes luminous against her pale, perfect skin. “Fine, then,” he said softly. “We’ll talk later.”

				She opened her mouth and shut it, then shoved her backpack at him. “Tell Ellie to go ahead,” she said, and turned away, but not before he saw the panic in her face.

				She was afraid of getting hurt, and so was he. But they couldn’t go on like this either. They were together, and before he let her get away, they were either saying goodbye for good, or she was putting his ring back on her finger forever. And if he had to kiss every last inch of her a couple dozen times over to get her to let down her walls—well, it was a tough job, but he was the man to do it, and do it right.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				3

				JASON SAT BACK down and settled Kat’s bag in the empty seat next to him before he spoke into the microphone. “We’re a go, Ellie.”

				“Do you want to sit down, Kat?” Darla asked, leaning forward. “I can get you a score sheet.”

				“I’ll stand,” Kat said, “but thank you.” The music started and Kat’s full attention was riveted on the stage she’d soon be on, he was certain.

				The dancers began their performance, but Jason watched Kat, her expression focused on the dancers. He could see her mentally pacing the routine, analyzing, thinking and rethinking. The music stopped and Ellie turned to see what Kat wanted her to do now.

				Kat squatted down next to Jason, losing her balance and grabbing his leg, scorching it with her hand. The woman had far too much control over him, but he didn’t care. Not anymore. He’d done his own share of running, but it had been over for a long time.

				Their eyes met and he saw her swallow hard. The touch, the connection, shook her, and it damn sure shook him. She moved her hand to the empty seat next to him.

				“How did you rate number seven?” she asked.

				He didn’t have to look at the scorecard. He hadn’t rated many in this group well. “Poorly.” He leaned back so that he could talk to Darla with Kat involved. “What did you do on number seven?”

				“I marked her as a no,” Darla said, after glancing at her clipboard. “Cute little blonde thing that screams of sugar and spice, but she doesn’t know it yet. She’s just not ready for this.”

				“Ditto,” Lana said, leaning forward to join the conversation. “I love how she looks angelic and still has tattoos. It’s that sugar and spice thing, but she doesn’t deliver the promise of her first impression.” She sighed. “And I’m agreeing with Darla way too much. I’ll have to fix that before the show starts.”

				Jason studied Kat a moment. “I know you. You see something in her. Go do your thing. Save her.”

				She hesitated only an instant. “This doesn’t mean I’m in.” And then she was up, heading to the stage.

				He laughed. She was so “in” and they both knew it.

				“Just what exactly is your relationship with Kat?” Lana asked, ever the nosy one.

				Jason had no intention of hiding his relationship with Kat, but he wanted everyone to see she was so special before he explained. He already knew. “My relationship with Kat isn’t what matters,” he said, motioning toward the stage. “Her skill is. Watch her and you’ll agree.”

				Jason turned his attention to Kat, watching her put on a headset.

				“Okay,” she said the instant she had sound, to the group of twenty dancers, ten male and ten female. “One more time and make it good. Number seven, front row.” The young girl gaped, looking stunned and frightened rather than excited by the notice. Jason didn’t see what Kat saw in the girl, but he trusted her judgment.

				The music started and Kat watched a minute, focused on number seven, and he smiled as she started to sway, slowly easing into the routine. Suddenly, she turned and stepped into the row of females, just slightly behind number seven. And his little KandyKat danced like she’d practiced the routine a million times. She was nothing shy of spectacular.

				Darla and Lana both leaned forward to look at Jason. “What have I missed?” Darla asked.

				“Yeah,” Lana agreed. “Has Kat been working with Ellie the past few days and we weren’t told?”

				“Nope,” Jason said, his words laced with the pride he’d always felt for Kat’s skill. “Kat has this unreal, almost freaky ability to watch a routine and then perform it perfectly.” Yet, she couldn’t remember their hotel name, he added silently with a private smile. Of course, neither had he.

				“Wow,” Darla said. “She is just…wow.”

				“I’m officially impressed,” Lana said. “And I don’t impress easily.”

				Ellie stood on the sidelines and gave a thumbs-up sign to Jason.

				Jason settled back in his seat to enjoy the show. “You ladies haven’t seen half of what she’s about yet.”

				“Stop!” Kat yelled into her headset and walked to number seven, flipping her mic away from her mouth and settling her hands on the girl’s shoulders. The girl listened in earnest and then Kat flipped her mic back and said, “Everyone stand aside except for me and number seven.” She glanced at the girl and smiled. “I mean Shannon.” The dancers split half to one side of the stage and half to the other. Kat signaled and the music started again. She gave Shannon a nod.

				Shannon started dancing and Kat watched all of twenty seconds. “Face me,” she ordered, taking Shannon by the shoulders again, but she didn’t turn off the mic this time. “If you stop now you’re going home. Is that what you want?” The girl shook her head. “You’re letting fear beat you. I know skill when I see it but I can’t do this for you. You have to deliver.” Kat stepped back and started dancing. The girl joined her and Kat shouted, “Attitude. Give me attitude.”

				Jason smiled as suddenly Kat and that young girl owned the stage, and with every step Shannon transformed. Kat was gorgeous, a goddess on that stage. No one who ever met her and worked with her understood why she wanted to be behind the camera, not in front of it. But he did. Kat loved to dance, but ultimately saving number seven defined who she was as a person. She loved mentoring. She loved helping people achieve their dreams.

				Darla leaned close to Jason. “Ah, Jason?” She pointed to the male dancer making a lewd gesture to another male dancer that seemed to have something to do with Kat’s stellar backside. And it was stellar. “You want to go kick that kid’s ass or do you want me to?”

				“Neither,” Jason said, knowing his Kat all too well. “Kat can handle herself.” And she’d be ticked if he didn’t let her anyway. He’d barely made the confident declaration when Kat did exactly what he’d expected. She handled it. Taking the kid off guard, and proving she was ever-aware of her dancers, she stopped dancing and turned suddenly, walking up to the male dancer. She got up close, toe to toe with him.

				Jason laughed, “And here comes the fun. Kat runs a tight ship. She’s fair but tough.”

				“You see something you like?” Kat demanded of the kid with her microphone loud and clear for all to hear.

				“Ah, yeah,” the kid said. And he was a kid. Maybe eighteen or nineteen with dark curly hair and dark skin tones.

				“Try again,” Kat said.

				“Ah, no?” he asked.

				“That sounded like a question. I’m looking for an answer. The right answer.”

				“No, ma’am!” he shouted so even the judges heard loud and clear. “No, I do not.”

				Lana and Darla burst out laughing. “Oh, she so has to take this job,” Darla insisted. “You have to sign her, Jason.”

				“That’s what I thought,” Kat said to the kid. “Because, you see, this is a professional stage. My girls have to put on skimpy costumes and trust the male dancers who have their hands all over them. This isn’t a night club.”

				“She said ‘my girls,’” Darla whispered.

				“Yeah,” Jason said with satisfaction. “I heard.”

				“Yes, ma’am,” the boy shouted. “I’m sorry. It won’t ever happen again.”

				“You’re going to have to dance like Michael Jackson at this point not to get sent home. In fact…” Kat glanced over her shoulder. “Ellie?”

				“Coming right up,” Ellie said, choking on laughter with her mic still on.

				A few seconds later, Michael Jackson’s “Thriller” started to play and Kat motioned the boy forward. He hesitated for a tenth of a second and then moved to center stage, where he proceeded to dance his backside off. The kid was good—very good.

				Kat and Ellie let him dance for a solid two minutes before she held up a hand and stopped the music. She and Ellie whispered to each other, careful to cover their mouth pieces, before Kat said, “That was Michael in diapers. Give us grown-up Michael tomorrow or you’re out.”

				“I’m returning?” he asked, looking stunned.

				“Yes,” Kat said. “And don’t make us sorry.”

				The kid slid on his knees to Kat’s feet and bowed. “Thank you. Thank you. I won’t make you sorry. I promise.”

				“Get out of here before I change my mind,” she teased with a smile and then turned to Shannon. “And you go home and practice being a diva in the mirror.”

				“I’m coming back?” Shannon asked, and yelped with joy when Kat confirmed. She raced forward and hugged Kat.

				“Everyone else will get your fate at the end of the day,” Ellie announced, and sent everyone, Shannon included, on their way.

				Kat and Ellie both flipped their microphones aside and put their heads together in a short conversation before Kat headed toward the stairs.

				Jason’s cell buzzed with a text. He quickly replied to Kat’s agent, telling Michael that yes, she was here, and he was working on making that permanent.

				“Uh-oh.” Darla laughed from beside him. “I think you’re in trouble, Jason.”

				“You two so have a past,” Lana said. “I can smell it a mile away.”

				Jason jerked his gaze upward at the comments to find Kat headed their way, or rather his way, with her gaze fixed intently on him. Oh yeah, he was in trouble. She’d apparently been thinking about more than dancing on that stage, because she was fired up. He could almost feel the heat of flames crackling off her. That kid wasn’t the only one leaving here busted. Jason had to hope this ended as well for him as it had for the kid: with a second chance. Okay, in his case, maybe more like a third or fourth. But this was going to be the one he made count.
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				KAT WAS FURIOUS—at herself and at Jason. They both knew what would happen if she came here today, yet he’d baited her and she’d let him. Now it was done. She was attached to the show and she was going to get hurt again. He was going to hurt her again. And she’d lose him and the show in one short season. Why would he want to put either of them through that?

				Jason stood up as she neared. “I’m guessing it’s time for that talk?”

				She gave a nod and he motioned her toward the backstage exit. “Should we keep going?” Darla asked.

				Jason arched a brow at Kat. “Yes,” she said. “Go ahead. I don’t want to back things up.” Her gaze returned to Jason. “I need to deal with my conflict once and for all.”

				“My exact thoughts,” he agreed, motioning her to the right, to a path that led behind the stage.

				Her chest tightened and she clung to her anger. If she was angry, she wasn’t turning to melted chocolate in the man’s hands. No, a voice in her head reminded. That always came after the anger. But she always, always turned to melted chocolate.

				Side by side, they walked past the stage and around it, then down to a sunken hallway that had doors. “This way,” he said, indicating the rows of doors and opening one of them, letting her enter first.

				Kat found herself in a small costume room. Racks of clothes pressed in on either side of her. No, it wasn’t even a small room. It was a closet, and the tiny space set her on edge. Maybe this had been a bad idea. A small room, alone with Jason and a closed door.

				She whirled on him the minute he shut the door. “You knew what would happen if I came here today and I told you I can’t do this thing with us again. I can’t. If I take this job then it has to be work only.”

				He leaned against the wall. “If that’s what you want.”

				She swallowed hard and leaned against the opposite wall, still so close that only a few steps separated them. “That was too easy.” She studied him. “Damn it, Jason. I know you. ‘If that’s what you want’ translates to you planning to change what I want but not until I’ve signed a contract.” He didn’t say anything. He just stared at her with those gorgeous, intense eyes, and she pushed, “No reply?”

				“I think I was pretty clear. As long as that’s what you want, that’s how it will be. The fact that I’m leaning against this door, when I want to be over there with you, kissing you like there’s no tomorrow, should prove I mean it. This job has your name written all over it. And since we’re in Vegas, I’m going to say that you coming home right when we were casting and looking for a choreographer says it’s in the cards. You were meant to be here. We were meant to be here. I believe that so strongly that if I have to agree to keep this all business to get you to take the job, I will. But don’t think for one minute that I won’t be hoping you’ll give me the opportunity to change your mind.”

				Her skin prickled with awareness and a part of her screamed—convince me now—while another wanted to dart for the door he was blocking.

				“You think that’s the answer I’m looking for? You think that makes this an easy decision for me?”

				“It’s the only answer I have. You know me. I’m straight up. Take the job, Kat. Do this one last thing for me, for us, and I swear I will never ask you to do anything for me ever again.”

				For him. His plea shouldn’t matter, but it did. God, she still loved this man. And she knew he loved her. She did. Where they were concerned, love always hurt, and she didn’t know if she could live through it again. But then, she never seemed to move on from it, or from him, either.

				“What do we tell the cast and crew?”

				“That you took the job.”

				“About us, Jason.”

				“Why do we have to tell them anything?”

				“Someone will find out.”

				“Do you really care?” he asked. “Because I don’t, Kat.”

				“I don’t want anyone thinking I slept my way into this job. I have six weeks to get a show audience-ready. I need respect.”

				“One hour with you, and you’ll have their respect,” he assured her, “but I understand. You know I’ll respect your wishes. We’ve known each other since college. Old friends, both from Vegas.”

				“The tour,” she said. “I’m not thrilled with being on the road again. I need a home, a solid foundation.”

				“Three months and that’s it,” he said. “And if Stepping Up continues to a fourth season, we can negotiate the tour out of your contract.”

				“And if the show is cancelled?”

				“My hope is that the Vegas show outlasts the television show,” he said. “We have to make sure it’s good enough to become a Vegas fixture.”

				She liked that idea. A steady job. A home. Stability. And how ironic that Jason, of all people, would deliver her the opportunity. “This is only work.”

				“Whatever you want,” he said smoothly, knowing all too well, she wanted him. “I sent Michael a copy of the contract. He’s already reviewing them.”

				“Because you knew if I showed up here today, I’d take the job.”

				His far-too-sexy lips curved. “It was a good bet.” He pushed off the door to let her pass. “I know you’re eager to get back to the auditions.”

				She knew darn well she was about to be too close to him for comfort, but she also knew she couldn’t run from him, or them, if she took this job. Kat walked toward him and as she suspected, he didn’t let her pass.

				They stood there toe-to-toe, their gazes locked, until he let his hand settle on her arm, the touch warming her skin, her entire body. Her will to push him away evaporated. Slowly, he let his fingers trail downward until he laced them with hers and then brought her knuckles to his lips.

				“You’re going to be great,” he said, the intimate tone of his voice familiar, seductive. “We’re going to be great. You watch and see.” And then, just like that, he released her hand and opened the door, leaving her aching with the need to touch him again, and swearing she wouldn’t. Knowing her willpower to keep her hands off of him was one bet she’d never take in Vegas, if she was a betting woman, and she wasn’t.

				* * *

				AUDITIONS FINALLY CLEARED out at six that night and Kat and Ellie immediately headed to a break area behind the stage. Making good use of the rectangular steel table sitting in the middle of the room, with the fridge and some cabinets behind them, they spread out head shots, comparing notes.

				“We aren’t going to be able to feature more than a couple of these dancers,” Ellie said of the hundred they had for call backs. “We need sixty total dancers, and the twenty-four finalists and winners from the first two seasons of Stepping Up have to be your stars.”

				“But we’re talking a long-running show, or so we hope,” Kat said, the idea of a permanent gig starting to excite her. “We need people who can fill in for anyone who gets sick, hurt or drops out. They have to be just as good as the stars.”

				Ellie rubbed her stomach. “Or knocked up.”

				Kat laughed. “Yes. Or knocked up.”

				“Speaking of knocked up,” she said. “What’s up with you and Jason? Jason was quick to approve you for an interview but I had no idea you two knew each other as well as you do.”

				“Why does your pregnancy somehow create a connection to me and Jason?” She glanced down. “Are you trying to tell me I’ve packed on some pounds or what?”

				“No, silly,” she said. “And you know it. You’re tiny. The electricity between you two is intense, sweets. That’s what I’m talking about. And electricity is what got me in trouble.” She smiled. “The good kind of trouble.”

				“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Kat fibbed, sliding paperwork into her folder. “Jason and I were hardly even around each other this afternoon.”

				“Not much,” she agreed. “And that’s how combustible you two are. It’s how you look at each other, even from across the auditorium, especially when neither of you know the other is looking. So, what’s the scoop? Exes? Almost lovers?”

				“I think we are both just shocked that our paths have crossed,” she said. “We went to college together. And don’t go spreading the word that I’m involved with Jason. I’m not. If I’m going to take over this show, I need respect, not casting couch gossip.”

				“Anything you say to me, stays with me,” Ellie assured her. “And I understand why you want it that way.”

				Kat glanced at her watch and grabbed the excuse to leave, which wasn’t made up. “Gotta go. I’m late. I’m meeting my agent in the restaurant.” She pointed at Ellie and then stuffed files into her bag. “You go to your room and rest. I’m glad that husband of yours is coming in next week. Someone has to slow you down.”

				“I’m pretty sure the baby on board is going to force that issue. I’m exhausted and I’m not even showing yet.” She motioned her away. “Scoot. Go get to it.”

				Kat took off toward the typical twenty-four-hour basic restaurant every Vegas hotel sported for all-nighters, complete with gambling cards on the table. A quick scan didn’t produce Michael, so she flagged a hostess who immediately led her to the back section behind a wall, and that was when her heart fluttered in her chest. Jason sat in a booth across from Michael. It was not only unexpected, it was a bit awkward.

				“Why couldn’t you get a table?” she murmured under her breath, before inhaling and sitting down at the booth. She tried to steel herself for the moment Jason’s gaze lifted. She failed. The instant those clear, knowing eyes met hers, she felt weak in the knees.

				She dropped her bag on the floor next to Michael, who, as usual, looked his best, his blond hair neatly groomed, and his suit perfectly pressed.

				“You were right,” Michael grumbled, and slid a hundred dollar bill across the table toward Jason.

				Kat grimaced. “Right about what?”

				“Who you’d sit next to,” Jason explained, his eyes twinkling with mischief. “He said you’d sit next to me. I said you’d sit next to him.”

				“You bet on where I’d sit?” she asked, gaping at both of them.

				“Yeah, we bet all right,” Michael admitted, pulling out a folder from his briefcase resting between them. “You know me. I bet on people, not games of chance. I thought you’d want to prove you weren’t intimidated by your past.”

				“I thought you’d want to avoid me enough not to care,” Jason added.

				A waitress stopped at the table. “Coffee for me,” Kat said, glad for the diversion. She didn’t know what to say to his perceptive comment. Jason was right. She was avoiding being close to him.

				“Make that two coffees,” Michael said.

				Jason held up three fingers and turned back to the conversation, his eyes dancing with amusement, seeing too much, and answering the question she had yet to speak. “I’m here because Michael invited me.”

				“And I didn’t tell you because you didn’t answer your phone,” Michael said. “Which has become a very bad habit, by the way. I’ve drawn up the amendment you and I talked about on the phone, Kat, before you stopped answering, but Jason has been our go-to person on this. He’s negotiated with the studio, in my place. I thought we should do him the courtesy of explaining what we’ve added. So to start…”

				The waitress returned with a pot of coffee and filled their cups as Michael began ticking down a list of minor contractual changes. “The main concern,” Michael said, “is travel. The contract was written in a way that could send Kat on the road to promote Stepping Up. She’s not doing it without added compensation, and a separate contract, period. The end.”

				Kat poured two creamers in her cup. “It’s not about money. I just don’t want to think I’m here to stay, and suddenly I’m contractually obligated to hit the road again.” She reached for the sweetener.

				Jason handed her three packets, the exact three she always used, and her gaze went to his face, only to realize he wasn’t even looking at her.

				“I’ve discussed this with Kat,” Jason assured Michael. “I can’t do anything about the travel for this season. After that, we can negotiate it out.”

				“That’s not the issue,” Michael said. “The contract is written in vague language that could make her a slave to the studio beyond the Vegas production. I marked it out and added our wording to an amendment.” He flipped the paper around for Jason to read.

				He read the marked-out text and then the new version. “Good catch,” Jason said. “I’d never have signed it as it was myself.” He glanced at Kat. “I see why you keep him around.”

				“He’s convenient,” she teased, glancing at Michael.

				“I look out for your money,” he said. “Which you sometimes forget to make as important as it is.”

				“Sometimes it’s hard to believe I get paid this well for something I love to do.”

				“Point made,” Michael said. “You need me.”

				Kat’s eyes met Jason’s, the memory of him saying “I need you” settling between them.

				Nearly an hour later, Michael stuffed his paperwork back into his briefcase, leaving Jason his copies. “I have to get out of here. I have a meeting with the Ricco family attorney.”

				“Ricco?” Kat asked, sliding out of her seat. “As in the famous designer?”

				“That’s right,” Michael said, standing up. “They’re buying up properties and negotiating with some of my talent.” He turned and glanced between them. “It’s good to see you two together again.” He walked away.

				Kat stood there staring at Jason, not sure what to do.

				“Sit down, Kat,” he said. “I can’t bite you here. Not in public. No matter how much I might want to. I have something I want you to know.”

				Kat shook her head. “I really need to go.”

				He considered her, then stood up, tossing money onto the table. “You’re in the garage?”

				“Yes.”

				“Me, too,” he said. “So I’ll walk with you. I’m ready to get home myself.”

				“Home? Aren’t you staying in the hotel like the rest of the cast?”

				“Nope,” he said. “As soon as I signed on for the show, I bought a house a few miles from yours.”

				“But…you’re always traveling.”

				“My contract with the show is up this season,” he said. “I’ve already told them I’m not renewing.”

				“Jason, there you are,” a female voice called out, drawing their attention.

				Heather Wright, the twenty-something, red-headed bombshell of a script manager Kat had met earlier, stopped beside them. Her hand went to Jason’s arm, sliding down it as if she enjoyed the opportunity to touch him, and she quickly said, “Hi, Kat,” before turning her full attention and the deep V of her red top in his direction.

				Kat cut her gaze to the floor, feeling the familiar punch in her gut that she’d come to associate with Jason. It wasn’t jealousy. She knew he didn’t want this woman. She knew he’d never cheated on her. It was more about the separateness of their lives that became more apparent in every passing second.

				She inhaled, calming her nerves, and her gaze lifted to find Jason staring at her as Heather continued talking.

				“You promised we could review the script changes with you before morning. I know there aren’t a lot of lines, but I was handed new contractual requirements for the number of lines per person for several of the Stepping Up stars that don’t fit anything I have set up.”

				“I need to head out anyway,” she said and started walking toward the exit of the restaurant and quickly cutting through the crowd to head to the garage.

				* * *

				JASON DEALT WITH Heather and went after Kat, only to watch her disappear into the elevator a second before he could get to her. He took the stairs, determined to catch her and hit the bottom level at the same moment she exited the sliding doors to the garage.

				“Kat,” he called, falling into step with her, thankful the garage had plenty of cars, but no people. “Why’d you take off like that?”

				“You had work to do and I’ve changed time zones so many times that I need sleep desperately.”

				She didn’t look at him and he followed her down an incline to the same rental car he’d seen at her house. She clicked the locks and opened the door to toss her bag inside before she turned to face him, leaning against the back door.

				“You need to buy a car,” he commented. “A rental will get expensive. I can go with you if you want.”

				She crossed her arms in front of her. “I expected to have time to shop.”

				“I’ll get the car paid for by the studio until you can get to a dealership.”

				“I don’t care about the car.”

				He pressed his hand to the roof beside her head, and studied her, trying to understand her. “You know there is absolutely nothing going on between me and Heather, right? I want you, Kat.”

				“I know. And I want you, too, and that’s the problem.”

				“You’re going to have to explain to me exactly why that’s a problem, because it sounds like exactly what I want to hear.”

				“I don’t want to want you. I don’t want to feel the pinch in my chest I felt when you were talking to Heather—and I’m not talking about jealousy, Jason. I’m talking about the sense of being in a world that’s yours, and I’m a visitor with a temporary pass. Another hot bedroom romp and another goodbye sure to follow. And that’s what’s coming. Before this is over, that’s what will happen. A part of me says let’s just go get a damn room and work this out of our systems now so we can focus on work.”

				“Let’s go, Kat. I’m happy to take that challenge and prove to you that just won’t happen.”

				“You don’t know that,” she said. “We haven’t had more than one night together in years.”

				“I’m all for fixing that, starting now.”

				She stared at him for a long moment. “I’m leaving,” she announced and then tried to duck under his arm.

				He stopped her from getting past him. “If you’re so confident you can work me out of your system, then why leave now?”

				“I didn’t say we could do it in one night and I haven’t slept anyway. If I’m going to do something crazy like hop in bed with you again, I’m going to be awake for it.”

				He laughed. “All right then. I’ll let you go—for tonight.” He moved off the car. “And for the record, Kat. You have had a place in my life since I first met you. I’m hoping I can convince you I deserve one in yours.”

				He turned and headed back to the hotel, not giving her a chance to tell him all the reasons it wasn’t possible. He knew he was wasting his breath telling Kat they could make things work. He was going to show her, which meant doing far more than getting her into bed, though he was looking forward to that moment. It had to be the right moment though, and it had to be her decision.

				He stopped inside the building and watched her pull away, swearing to himself that he wasn’t going to watch her walk away again. Promising himself no matter how much he wanted to push, no matter how much he’d happily get that room and prove she couldn’t work him out of her system, he was going to take this at her pace. He was going to prove to her he was here to stay.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				5

				IT WAS FRIDAY night, a week after Kat had stood in the parking garage and forced herself to get into the car, rather than wrap her arms around Jason and kiss him. A long week too, filled with confusing emotions, with wanting, needing and…rehearsals.

				Kat stood in a private studio inside the Wind Walker Hotel overseeing fifteen dancers, six of whom were performing. While she was happy with the execution of the routine, she was unhappy with the sideline action. Tabitha, a pretty blonde and one of the stars from season one of Stepping Up, was leaning against the wall, watching her understudy, Marissa, perform. There was hatred on Tabitha’s face, and her general nasty attitude throughout the several hours of rehearsals toward Marissa wasn’t sitting well with Kat. It was a behavior she’d come to know over the years, a signal that the dancer delivering such nastiness saw his or her target as a threat.

				Tabitha leaned in close to Jensen, her boyfriend and the dancer who’d taken home the grand prize from season one of the show, and whispered something in his ear that made him look Marissa up and down. They laughed, and Kat ground her teeth. She wasn’t going to handle this in front of the group for Marissa’s sake. Kat could already tell how the situation intimidated the young dancer. Kat didn’t care how secure Tabitha and Jensen felt, based on their contracts. She was going to take action.

				“That’s a wrap for tonight,” Kat said, turning off the music. “This group will be with Heather in the script room tomorrow morning. Six o’clock sharp.” Everyone seemed to relax all at once and murmurs filled the room as they did a mass exodus.

				Kat quickly grabbed a pink sweatshirt and tugged it down over her leggings, and stuffed various items into an oversized bag. The one remaining dancer in the room, a twentyish brunette named Carrie, approached her.

				“It’s déjà vu from season one,” Carrie said. “Only I’m not the one getting the brunt of Tabitha’s ugliness. I was hoping I wouldn’t be working this closely with her when I accepted this job, but now I think maybe it’s good that I am so I can help Marissa blow them off.”

				“That’s very thoughtful of you, Carrie,” Kat said, making a mental note to stop being stubborn and watch the old episodes of the TV show, sooner rather than later. “But don’t you worry. I’m pretty proactive. I’m going to get everyone playing nice and quickly.”

				“I had a feeling you would,” Carrie said, “but I plan to offer Marissa my friendship and support tomorrow. Aside from Marissa, I wanted to ask you about interning—volunteer, of course—to do some choreographing with you. I did some for season two of the show, as well as some production work, and I’d really like to keep expanding my resume.”

				Kat smiled. “That’s exactly how I started out. I volunteered to help out on a couple shows and proved I had a knack for this work. I’d be happy to have you do the same but let’s get you through these grueling weeks of rehearsals before the show opens first. Once it does, and we have things settled, come see me again, and you can help me prepare for the tour.”

				Her eyes lit. “Really? Oh my God. That would be a dream come true. Thank you, Kat. Thank you so much. My fiancé just got a job here at the hotel, thanks to the studio. He transferred from Los Angeles. He’s made so many sacrifices for me and my career, I really want to make every second count that I’m here.”

				Kat felt a twinge of regret that she and Jason couldn’t have made it work for the same reason. She chatted with Carrie for several more minutes before they parted ways.

				Kat smiled to herself as she headed down the hallway, seeking Jason and the DVDs of the television show to take home with her. Carrie had called choreographing her “dream come true” when most of the dancers would call the show their dream. Kat related to that feeling and liked Carrie. It was going to be fun to work with her and watch her grow.

				After a quick search of all the places Jason tended to dwell at this time of the day, Kat headed to the break area to grab a drink and call him. She was about to enter when she heard Jason and one of the production assistants.

				“I’m trying to line up lunch for tomorrow’s production meeting,” she said. “We’re ordering from Joe’s Sub Machine. I need yours and Kat’s orders but I can’t seem to find her.”

				“Steak and cheese for me,” he said. “Veggie with avocado and Swiss for Kat. No onion and no mayo or mustard.”

				“You know Kat’s sandwich order,” came another familiar voice that made Kat cringe. Lana was in the break room and Kat had already figured out she was the Queen of Nosiness. “How very interesting.”

				“Yes,” he said. “I know her sandwich order. Just like I know that you not only drink your coffee black, but that you’re a royal witch until you drink it. And you chew cherry gum that you smack in my ear all the time.”

				“And now that I know that gum bothers you,” Lana declared, “I’ll never stop chewing it.”

				Kat smiled at the exchange, and not just because Jason was quick witted and he’d covered her backside. It didn’t surprise her that he respected her desire to earn everyone’s respect and to keep their past quiet for a while. But the realization that he still knew her so well was what got to her and created a strange flutter in her chest.

				The production assistant headed out and stopped beside Kat to confirm her sandwich order, which Kat gave a thumbs-up to before entering the break room. “I have a sudden urge for a piece of gum,” she announced, finding Jason and Lana sitting at the the table, paperwork spread out. “And this burning desire to smack it very loudly.”

				Lana started laughing. “Oh, I do believe I’ll stock up and pass it out before I head to Los Angeles tomorrow.”

				Jason grimaced, his strong, square jaw once again sporting a sexy light brown shadow. “I have no doubt you will.” He glanced at Kat, those deep green eyes stirring her inside, as they did all too easily, as he added, “Just remember payback is a promise when you choose to participate in Lana’s little games.”

				“I’m scared,” Kat assured him with a laugh, trying not to seem too knowing about just how delicious she knew his payback to be. She sat down across from Jason and beside Lana. “So, you’re leaving us?”

				“I have something scheduled before the TV show auditions get going and my work here is done. Casting is complete and any minor things I could help with are finished.” She pushed to her feet, slashing long blonde hair behind her ear. “And on that note I should go to my room. I have an early flight.” She pointed at Kat. “Keep him in line. I have to deal with him in a month when we start the crazy travel for the television show auditions.”

				“I will,” Kat assured her, but the jest in her voice was strained, gone with Lana’s reminder that Jason would soon be leaving. “Have a safe trip.”

				Lana hurried from the room, leaving a strong wave of powerful perfume behind her. “One last traveling job,” Jason said. “One more and I’m done.”

				He’d read her discomfort, responded to what she’d not spoken aloud. He knew her like no one else did. He had been her best friend, never replaced by another, and that reality made it hard to call what was between them just sex. But it was just sex, because people who loved each other, really loved each other, found a way to be together.

				Kat slowly let her gaze slide back to his, and she felt the connection in every pore of her body. It’s sex, she told herself. Chemistry. You want him. He wants you. It means nothing. “I said my last tour was it for me, too,” she finally managed. “No more travel, yet in a few months I’ll be traveling with this show.”

				“Kat—”

				“Whatever you’re going to say, this isn’t the time or place.”

				“Then let’s go somewhere else.”

				“That would be good,” she said. “I have a challenge with a couple of the dancers I need to talk to you about.”

				“There’s a bar on the top level of the hotel. It’s quiet there and I could sure use a drink. It’s been a hell of a couple of weeks.”

				Heat pooled low in her tummy. “We both know how well I handle my alcohol,” she said, cringing at her reference to their past, the past she couldn’t seem to avoid. “I still have to drive home.”

				“Stay at the hotel,” he said. “I know you prefer home. Living on the road is rough, but so are the late nights and early mornings right now. Exactly why the studio provides you a room.”

				She wanted to go have a drink with him, she wanted to talk to him, to touch him, to just be with him. And a part of her said to just do it, do him. Get this damnable need for him out of her system once and for all. Another part of her said he was a drug, and she had an addiction she had to break, or she’d never really live her life. And you didn’t beat an addiction by doing more of the drug. You broke it by just saying “no.”

				Thanks to this show, their paths were going to cross. She couldn’t start down a path of hopping in and out of bed with him when he was around, and really expect to move on with her life. Right. Exactly. That made perfect, logical sense. Damn it.

				Kat inhaled and bound herself to mature logic, and reached to ensure temptation did not become indulgence. “How about the diner again?” she finally said. “I haven’t eaten and we can talk there.”

				* * *

				WITH KAT BY his side, Jason stopped at the doorway of the very public, very unromantic, diner. He didn’t love her location preference, but after spending an eternally long week of wanting her, he’d take what he could get. And no matter how challenging it might be to give her time to digest that not only was he here, he was here to stay, he was committed to taking things on her time line. Well, with a little nudging to hurry things, he thought.

				“Two?” the hostess asked.

				“Two,” Jason agreed, and then leaned in and whispered to her, before slipping her a large bill.

				She smiled and motioned for them to follow her. “This way.”

				Kat frowned at him as they fell into step behind the woman. “What did you just do?”

				“Moi?” he asked innocently, hoping the little French reference would remind her of their honeymoon in Paris.

				“Oui, vous,” she replied quickly.

				He laughed at the “yes, you” in French, pleased with both her reply, and the fact that the hostess had just led them past double glass doors to a private, empty seating area.

				He and Kat slid into the booth across from each other and when they were alone he wiggled an eyebrow. “Just how much of your French do you remember?”

				“If you’re asking if I can still talk dirty, I’m pretty sure it would come back to me, if I tried. I’m also quite certain I can remember how to curse you out in French.” She grimaced. “You paid the hostess to put us back here alone.”

				“That’s right,” he said. “We needed alone time. Now reward me and talk dirty to me in French.” She complied with a graphic rant that was meant to be far more “curse him out” than “turn him on,” but it did the job anyway.

				“Naughty little thing, aren’t you?” he asked, feeling his cock thicken at the sexy way she’d rolled her tongue on the words.

				“Hello there,” a white-haired waitress greeted, stuffing a pencil in the poof of her hair above her ear. “What can I get you two?”

				“Two frozen margaritas and chips and salsa to start,” Jason said. “And we’ll give you the rest when you return.”

				“I told you I can’t drink and drive,” Kat argued, the instant the woman departed.

				“If I don’t get a drink down you,” he countered, “you’re going to spend this entire time we’re here worried about what happens after dinner.”

				“I…” She started to object and then quirked her lips. “Okay, maybe you’re right. And I suppose I’m safe. As you said the other day, it’s not like you can bite me right here in public.”

				“No matter how much we both might want me to,” he said, reminding her of the rest of his previous statement, his blood running hot at a vivid, mental image of just the spot he’d like to nip and tease first.

				“Jason,” she warned, her voice raspy, her lips parting in an alluring, come kiss me, kind of way.

				“Distract me, baby, before I forget I promised myself to give you space to come around. Talk to me about work. What’s going on with the dancers?”

				She swallowed hard, and brushed her teeth over her delectable full bottom lip. “Right. The dancers. I need to know what latitude I have to deal with the finalists from Stepping Up considering they’re supposed to be the stars of the live show.”

				“As much as you need,” he said. “No one is going to hold you, me or anyone on this show, captive. If you can’t get someone to do what you need them to do, there are provisions in the contracts to get rid of them.”

				“You don’t even want to know who I’m talking about before you stand by that statement?”

				“If this wasn’t you asking,” he said, “then yes, but I know you and I know you wouldn’t do something that wasn’t necessary.”

				“You trust me that much after all these years?”

				“Yes. Do you trust me?”

				Her expression slowly softening, she said, “Yes. Of course I do.”

				He leaned in closer. “Then trust me when I tell you I’m going to fight for you, and for us, Kat. I’m not going to let this time end like every other before it.”

				“Here you go,” the waitress said, setting the drinks before them and then the chips and salsa. She tugged a pad from her napkin. “Now what can I get you?”

				Kat glanced up at her. “Grilled chicken sandwich and salad with Italian rather than fries.”

				“Greasy cheeseburger and fries for me,” Jason said.

				Kat sipped her drink and the waitress disappeared. “You eat like crap.”

				“I know,” he agreed, all too aware that she had just dodged a response to his vow. “I plan to fix that in the next few years.”

				“In the next few years,” she repeated. “Well, at least you have goals.” Her smiled faded, and suddenly they weren’t talking about food anymore, even before she declared, “I have a confession to make.”

				He arched a brow. “You can’t stop thinking about getting me naked and having your way with me.”

				She laughed and shook her head. “I doubt you need me to confess that to know it’s true, which is why I won’t deny it.”

				Interesting. He was beginning to think his assumption that she was trying to make this all about sex was still on target. “Feel free to confess whatever you need to.”

				“I hate to even admit this considering I’ve taken this job, but,” she hesitated, and then blurted, “I’ve never watched one single episode of Stepping Up.”

				“Really?” he said, surprised by just how much her admission bothered him.

				“I’m finding out that there are some conflicts that occurred between contestants that I probably should know about. Do you happen to have copies of the first two seasons?”

				“At home,” he said tightly, certain there wasn’t a show of hers he’d have ever missed. “I can bring them into work tomorrow.”

				“You don’t like that I didn’t watch your show.”

				“No,” he said. “I don’t.”

				“I don’t do well on the outside looking in.”

				Emotion settled in his chest, as understanding took hold, and warmed the cold spot that had formed there. “Then don’t stand on the outside.”

				“I didn’t.”

				“You ran from me after Denver.”

				“I had a tour to go on.”

				“You didn’t say that.”

				“You didn’t ask, Jason.”

				“Oh, no, sweetheart,” he said, laughing but not with humor. “Don’t put that one on me. It killed me to leave you that morning and you knew it. We agreed to talk through a plan the next day, but that never happened because you ran.”

				“I didn’t run.”

				“You’re running now.”

				“I am not!”

				“The other night you claimed this was all sex between us and that a few bedroom romps would get it out of our systems.” He whispered, “But you backed off when I called your bluff, didn’t you? I’m guessing that’s because you’re afraid that no matter how many ‘romps’ we have, your plan won’t work. And then, KandyKat, you’ll have to face what’s really between us, be it good or bad, once and for all.”

				She stared at him, unmoving, her expression intense, before she stood up. “Let’s go.”

				He followed her to her feet. “Where exactly are we going?”

				“Your place,” she announced. “And I’ll follow you in my car.”

				“I can live with that.”

				He tossed money on the table, finding her choice interesting, and knowing her well enough to know why she’d made it. She actually thought that keeping him outside her world, her personal space and home, would let her hide from the truth. That home was with him.

				“I get a head start,” she added. “I’ll leave first and meet you at…the burger joint on the corner that everyone orders lunch from all the time. In the parking lot.”

				He reached for her and pulled her close, pressing his lips to her ear. “As long as you remember that I’m the cat and you’re the mouse, and I will catch up to you. Even if it means showing up at your doorstep.”

				Kat had already made the decision to cave to desire. She wasn’t holding back. She flattened her hand on his chest, pressed to her toes, and brought her mouth to his ear. “I’m counting on it.”
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				KAT FOLLOWED JASON as he turned his motorcycle into the long driveway of his gorgeous stucco home and then into a garage, shocked that he lived only a few miles from her. Maybe she shouldn’t have been shocked. They both gravitated toward the same things, as much as they did to each other.

				She killed the engine on her rental. She couldn’t believe she was about to have her wicked way with Jason. She watched him swing a powerful thigh over the bike to dismount and edited that thought. She couldn’t believe she’d ever kidded herself into thinking she could resist this man. Seriously, that had been certifiably nuts. The man did it for her in every possible way.

				She grabbed her bag and shut her car door. He’d removed his helmet and was there when she stood up. He reached for her bag, his fingers brushing her shoulder and sending chills down her spine. Her gaze collided with his and her body reacted instantly to the sizzle in the depths of his stare. They stood there, not touching, but yet her skin tingled as if they were. She resisted reaching for him when it was all she wanted and everything she needed. He didn’t reach for her either, and she was pretty sure he knew what she did. If they caved in to the burn right here, right this instant, they’d end up on the hood of the car, rather than on a soft bed.

				They moved at the same time, in tune even without words. Kat inched out of the way from the door, and Jason shoved it closed. She followed him to the house, and let him motion for her to enter first. The anticipation of touching him tingled deep in her nerve endings. She entered the house, the air conditioning chilling her ultra-sensitized skin in a way it might not otherwise have done if she wasn’t so aware of Jason on every level. Of how tall and broad, how raw and male, he was. How easily he read her needs, her pleasure, how long she’d ached for him, for this.

				Kat immediately walked up a flight of carpet-covered steps to a second level with a tiled foyer, and she continued up the next set of stairs. The lights came on behind and in front of her and she stepped to the room above, taking in a massive living area with an open kitchen and dining area to its left. More expensive tile covered the entire floor, and a brown and cream rug sat under a sleek brown leather couch and love seat.

				Kat softly inhaled against the pain pinching her chest. What had she been thinking by coming here, taunting herself with the life he had without her? No. No. No. She wasn’t going to think about things like that. Not now, not anymore. And maybe, just maybe, sex would cure all. Maybe distance and random good sexual encounters had built her and Jason up to more than they were. Tonight, a few nights, and they both could see that there was a reason they had divorced.

				Kat turned at the same moment Jason cleared the top step, and she shoved him against wall, desperate to focus on him, not the house. To touch him, to feel him, to forget everything but pleasure.

				He dropped her bag and wrapped his strong arms around her and, God, it felt good to have him touch her. Heat radiated from him, warming her palm where it rested, her skin where he touched, where he didn’t touch but she wanted him to. Suddenly, they were kissing, drinking each other in, and Kat felt like she’d die if she didn’t have more of him. Her tongue stroked his, her hands pushed under his T-shirt, feeling the flex of his strong muscles.

				He twined his fingers into her hair, tugging away the band holding it at her nape, and angling her mouth to his, taking more of her, and still not enough. Kat leaned into him, the thick ridge of his erection melding to her hips, and she moaned with the need expanding inside her.

				“You feel good,” he murmured. “So damn good.”

				So did he. Too good. Scary, wonderful good. “This is sex,” she panted. “Just sex.”

				“If you say so.” His palms caressed her ribs, then cupped her breasts, and he slanted his mouth over hers, tasting her, before adding, “I’m fine with anything that means you take your clothes off and we keep doing what we’re doing.”

				On some level, his refusal to say this was just sex pleased her, on another it scared her, but remembering why it scared her was becoming a challenge. Kat nipped his lip and shoved his shirt upward. He yanked it over his head and tossed it away, giving no resistance at all. She explored his broad, hard chest, absorbing the feel of him with near desperation.

				“Sex,” she reminded him.

				“Great sex,” he countered.

				“Just sex,” she said. “Say it.”

				“Whatever you want, KandyKat.”

				She stared at him, knowing he wasn’t going to say it. And she was glad, which made her pretty messed up where he was concerned. Or maybe insane to think she could get over him by being with him.

				“Then you won’t mind if I do this,” she replied, dropping to her knees, as she tugged at his belt.

				He held his hands out to his sides. “Feel free to use me all you like, sweetheart.”

				She tugged his pants down, freeing his shaft and wrapping her hand around the width. “I intend to.”

				* * *

				THIS WASN’T JUST sex, but Jason didn’t figure he’d convince Kat of that when she was on her knees with his cock in her hand. Besides, he was pretty sure she was trying to convince herself, not him, anyway. Though when she licked the tip of his shaft and set every damn nerve ending he owned to prickling, he was pretty open to her trying to convince him, too. She wouldn’t change his mind, but when she ran her tongue over the sexy curve of her bottom lip, as if she didn’t dare waste one little taste of him, she damn near brought him to his knees in front of her.

				She ran her tongue around the head of his cock, casting a sexy look up at him that said she knew she was in control, and she knew what he liked. Which was exactly why they were here. Because she did know him, and he knew her, in a way only two people who shared a special bond could. He’d never had this with any other woman, and he’d tried. He’d dated. And he’d remained unsatisfied in every possible way.

				She sucked him deeper, and it felt good, but somehow his mind cleared when he’d have thought the opposite would occur. He replayed his thoughts from moments before, reason invading escape and pleasure. He would never convince her this was more than sex while her hand was around his cock, while her mouth was around his cock. He had to make her stop. Ah. Yeah. Stop. She drew him deeper, took all of him, and then started to pump her hand and her mouth at the same time.

				He balled his fists by his side, resisting the urge to slide his fingers into her hair, to encourage her to keep going. Jason inhaled and then forced the air out, reaching down and pulling Kat from his body, wanting far more from her than a few minutes of bliss.

				Jason wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close, twining his fingers in her silky blonde hair again. He inhaled the familiar scent of roses that was so Kat, so his woman, then lowered his lips a breath from hers.

				“What are you doing?” she whispered, her hands on his chest. “You like when I do that. I like when I do that.”

				“I’ve waited way too long to have you like this again, to waste any of it, with your clothes on.”

				“Is that right?” she asked, sounding as breathless as he felt.

				“Oh yeah,” he assured her, “that’s right.” He slanted his mouth over hers, his tongue caressing hers in a long, languid stroke that had them both moaning with the contact, with the connection, the need burning between them.

				The air shifted with that kiss, swelled with past and present, pain and passion, love and loss. Until their lips parted, the air hung heavy with so many unspoken words.

				Seconds ticked by, and then something seemed to snap between them, and they were kissing again—hot and wild—their hands exploring all over each other.

				Jason barely remembered how his pants and boots came off, but he remembered everything about undressing Kat. He shoved her shirt upward and unhooked her bra. She tossed it aside and he filled his hands with her high, full breasts, and stroked her plump pink nipples.

				He switched places with her, pressing her back to the wall, caressing a path down her arms, his gaze devouring her naked body. “I specifically remember saying ‘whatever you want,’ KandyKat.” He trailed a finger over a stiff peak, flicking it. “And I don’t think you’d argue that I’m a man of my word.”

				“I wanted to do what I was doing.”

				“Not as much as you want this.” He went down on one knee, his hands framing her slender hips, his lips brushing her stomach, pleased to discover her shoes were gone, though he couldn’t for the life of him say how. His gaze lifted to hers as he inched down her leggings and the barely there slip of black panties. At another time he’d have enjoyed admiring the scrap of fabric. Right now, he just wanted to taste her, lick her and hear her cry out his name. Those three things and he could die a happy man.

				She kicked aside her leggings with his urging and his hands went back to her hips, his lips back to her sexy tummy. “Finally,” he breathed out. “I haven’t had you like this in far, far too long.”

				She blinked down at him and then nodded. “Yes,” she agreed, her voice raspy. “Too long.”

				His lips lifted at her admission, and he slid his hands around her delicious backside. “Remember you said that,” he insisted before he bent his head, brushing his lips over her hip, trailing kisses over her midsection, widening her thighs as he did, opening her for his touch. He explored the intimate vee of her body, his fingers teasing the slick wet heat of her sex.

				She arched toward the touch, a soft sound of pleasure playing like music in the air, delicate and sensual, teasing his cock. He lifted her leg over his shoulder, lapping gently at her clit. She rewarded him with a whimper that had his cock jerking and left him craving another taste, more of her pleasure. Jason licked her, teased her, then spread the sensitive folds to press one finger and then another inside her, stretching her, caressing her. He knew just where and how to touch her to deliver her to release and he took his time, kept her on the edge, waited until she begged for more.

				Her fingers laced into his hair, her breathing shallow, urgent. “Jason…I—oh…” She tensed and then spasms wrapped his fingers, intense, hard.

				He licked her, suckled her, led her all the way to the height of pleasure, until he felt her muscles begin to relax. He softened his touch, bringing her back down, catching her around the waist when her knees buckled. He kissed her stomach before he stood up, scooping her off of her feet and into his arms, heading up a flight of stairs to the place she belonged for far longer than one night—in his bed.
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				MOONLIGHT SPILLED INTO the large master bedroom as Jason carried Kat to his king-sized sleigh bed. He settled her on her feet beside the nightstand and sat down on the bed, pulling her close.

				She leaned into him, urging him farther onto the bed, and he didn’t argue. He turned and rested his back against the headboard. Kat followed him, straddling him, his shaft pressing to her backside, thick and hard, and pulsing with his need to bury himself inside her and feel the wet, tight heat of her sex.

				Jason slid his hand into her hair and pulled her mouth to his. “I missed this, Kat. I missed us. I missed you.”

				“Me, too,” she whispered against his lips. “Me, too.”

				“Then stop saying this is just sex. We both know it isn’t.” He trailed his fingers down her cheek. “I love you, Kat. I always have and I always will.”

				Kat pressed her lips to his, slid her tongue into his mouth, the sweetness of her filling his senses, and he tasted her reply—her fear and yes, her love.

				Jason wrapped his arms around her, molding her closer, deepening their kiss, reassuring her he meant his words, understanding she needed to feel them, not just hear them. He told himself to go slow, not to push her, but she moaned, her tongue testing his, tangling with him, pushing him to give her more. More and slow didn’t compute, not to a man starving for her. His hands traveled her body, and she shivered with pleasure, the way she always had in the past. It drove him wild. He palmed her breast, teased her nipple, plucking it into a tight peak. She covered his hand, molding it over her, and broke their kiss. For an instant, their gazes collided, and he swore the connection sent a rush of heat straight to his cock.

				“I need—” she started. “Jason, I—”

				“Me, too,” he said. “Me, too, baby.” He lifted her, and shifted his throbbing erection between them, the idea of finally being inside her consumed him.

				Kat wrapped her hand around the base of his erection, and he could feel himself thicken with the touch, with the anticipation of what was to come. She guided him to the blessed wet, slick heat of her body and he was breathing hard, shaking inside with need, trying to resist pushing inside her, rather than waiting for her to take him there. When she reached down and parted the V of her body, touching herself, he just about snapped. He’d been hard a long time, an impossibly long time.

				For the sake of his sanity, Kat noted. She pressed his throbbing shaft inside her, biting her bottom lip on a sound of pleasure when she did, her lashes fluttering as she slid down his length taking him all in.

				The torture of the wait was so worth this moment. Kat was hot and tight, and oh so wet for him, and she felt so good.

				He had no idea how, but a little piece of unwanted reality slipped inside the pleasure. Damn this reality thing that kept intruding in the middle of the best and worst of moments. They weren’t using birth control.

				“Kat—”

				“The pill,” she whispered, reading his mind as she often did, and lacing her fingers behind his neck, her nipples teasing his chest.

				The pill. For a second, he didn’t move, feeling the blunt edge of yet another bite of reality in the part of Kat’s life that he’d tried to never think about. Of course she’d had other lovers, and he had no right to even go there anyway. He’d lost her, and he’d deserved to lose her, too. Taken jobs she’d asked him not to take. Asked her to give up work she wanted to accommodate his career. He’d taken her for granted and he had to prove himself to earn her back. Worse, he had no doubt she’d seen him as unchanged, a selfish ass, when he’d left her in Denver, expecting she’d wait on him. It really had killed him to leave her and meet his obligation to Stepping Up.

				Jason slid his hands up her back, bringing her mouth to his, planning to confess just how wrong he’d been, how much he regretted the past. “Kat—”

				She brushed her lips over his. “Don’t do this now. Please. I just want to be with you. I want to pretend nothing else exists for just right now.” She didn’t give him time to object. She kissed him, took his mouth and drugged him into a spell of her taste, her tongue and her body slowly rocking against his.

				Raw hunger rose inside him, the past fading into the present. He moaned into her mouth, pressing her down against him, and lifting his hips to thrust. Her sex tightened on him, clamped down and took him hard and deep. Her fingers were in his hair, soft little touches that sent shivers down his spine. And her kisses, those delicate, sweet lips that could be so wild and wicked, and everything he wanted them to be. He was hungry for her, and she was hungry for him. It was in the air, in their every touch, taste and moan. If they could melt into each other, become one, they would have.

				Kat leaned back, her hands behind her on his thighs. Jason’s hand settled on her flat stomach, pumping into her even as she rode him in an erotic dance, her beautiful breasts swaying with the rhythm, her tight little nipples begging for his mouth. He wrapped his arm around her slender waist, his hand palming her breast, kneading it before he suckled one nipple, alternately licking and flicking it with his tongue, and then sucking it deep into his mouth.

				She spiked her fingers through his hair, her moans turning to sexy little purrs of pleasure that were driving him wild. Jason pushed her hard against his hips, thrusting into her. “Yes,” she moaned, burying her face in his neck. “So…good. I…Jaso…n.”

				His name on her lips, asking for pleasure and for release, drove him over the edge. Jason couldn’t get close enough to Kat, couldn’t pump hard enough or go deep enough inside her. Harder, faster. The room disappeared, the past faded. There was only this moment, there was only Kat, being with her, holding her, loving her and pleasing her.

				He could feel the tension stiffening her body, and the tightening of her arms around him. The sweet sound of her gasp came an instant before her sex reacted, rippling with release, with her pleasure that became his.

				Sensations spiraled through Jason. He pressed Kat down and lifted into her, shaking with the intensity of his completion. Burying his face in her hair, the scent of it—so soft and feminine, so her—relaxing him.

				For long seconds, they clung to one another, skin damp, breathing heavy, and he felt her tense, sensed an emotional struggle in her and braced for it. Would it be regret? Anger? Something completely different?

				“I love you, too,” she whispered next to his ear.

				So softly spoken were those words that Jason didn’t dare believe he’d heard them, until she leaned back and met his stare, repeating the golden words. “I love you, too. I do. You know I do.”

				Tenderness and hope filled him. “We’ll make it work out this time.”

				“You really think that’s possible? That this time is really different?”

				“I don’t think. I know.” But she didn’t. He could see the doubt in her eyes. He had to give her time, had to convince her that the only place he’d ever felt at home was when he was with her. He just hoped he wasn’t too late, that she could still find home with him.

				* * *

				IT WAS NINE O’CLOCK, hours after Kat had arrived at Jason’s house and she rested on his bed, on her stomach, and wearing his T-shirt. She watched him disappear into the hall, on his way to meet the pizza delivery man at the door, sighing with the pure satisfaction of being with him again. She blocked out any argument that it might be a mistake. She didn’t care. It was too late. She’d done exactly what she’d promised herself she wouldn’t do. Kat had fallen for Jason all over again. It was too late to run, too late to hide, because she simply didn’t want to.

				Kat turned her attention back to the huge flat-screen TV. She and Jason had been watching the first season of Stepping Up. The screen flashed from the dancers to the judges’ table.

				Kat sucked in a breath and sat up, her spine stiff, watching Jason interact with the other judges. It was the first time she’d seen him on television, aside from a commercial for the show, and she was hit hard with a good dose of reality. He looked good, natural and right on the screen, in the spotlight instead of behind the camera. He belonged on that screen, in the public eye, on that show. He was never going to stay here in Vegas. He would be pulled to bigger and better things, and he deserved those things.

				That realization washed away her good mood, and stole the joy of minutes before when she’d been happily watching the program with Jason, pretending fairy tales did come true. She wanted those minutes back, and the hours before them. She liked here and now.

				“I grabbed your bag,” Jason said, sauntering into the room with it and a pizza box in hand, his hair rumpled, his broad chest deliciously bare, his jeans slung low on his waist. He set the bag at the foot of the bed. “I think your phone is inside. I heard it ringing.”

				“Why would you leave Stepping Up?” she asked, the question exploding from her lips, her urgency for the answer far more important than her growling stomach. “It’s the number-one show on television. That’s a dream come true. It’s security. It’s opportunity. It’s stability going into a fourth season is hard to find in this business. You can’t walk away. Even for a Vegas production.”

				He looked surprised by her sudden outburst. Her phone started to ring again, but she ignored it. She didn’t want to pretend everything was roses without thorns, and she almost had. That wasn’t good for him or her. She wanted everything out now, before those thorns tore them apart again.

				Jason let out a breath and scrubbed his hand over the light stubble on his jaw before setting the pizza on the bed and out of the way.

				“Kat.” He settled onto the mattress in front of her. “It’s a job and it’s money. I don’t need either of those things.”

				“It’s a huge show, Jason,” she said. “They’re going to offer you big money to stay. You can’t walk away from that.”

				“Why?”

				“I told you why. Because you’ll regret it later. What if nothing like this ever comes around again?”

				“That’s what we both said every single time one of us had an opportunity. We’re both older and wiser now. We have money and we have work if we want it. We don’t have to walk around in fear that there will never be another ‘big’ opportunity.”

				“Tell me you aren’t doing this for me.”

				“For us.”

				She shook her head, her chest tightened. “No. No. I won’t let you do this. You’ll resent me, and you’ll resent us, later.” Her phone started to ring again and she ground her teeth, silently cursing the interruption. “Good grief, who keeps calling?” She reached into the side pocket of the bag, meaning to turn off her ringer, but hesitating when she noted her mother’s number. Her mother was a former E.R. nurse who, after five years of retirement, still went to bed at eight and got up at five in the morning.

				Kat answered the phone. “Mom? Is something wrong?” No reply. She had been too slow to answer. She punched the recall button and it went to voice mail, her gaze finding Jason’s. He arched a brow and she shook her head. “She’s not answering.”

				Kat stood up and grabbed her bag. “I have to go over there.” She took off for the hall, dialing her mom’s number again. Voice mail again. Her heart was in her throat. She could feel it in her bones that something was wrong in a very bad way.

				She dropped her bag at the bottom of the stairs and searched for her pants, racing around the room, to no avail. She dialed the phone again and heard Jason charging down the stairs.

				“Did you reach her?” he asked, and the urgency in his voice did her heart good. He was worried with her, he cared. She wasn’t alone.

				“No,” Kat said, turning to him as she reached the bottom step. “I don’t know what to do and I can’t find my damn pants.”

				He handed her pants to her. Gratefully, she accepted them and started to pull them on. “Thank you.”

				Jason tugged a shirt on over his head. “Have you tried your father?” he asked, grabbing his boots to put them on.

				Kat started dialing, not sure why she hadn’t thought of that, knowing she needed to calm down and invite a little reason into her thoughts. She tucked the phone between her shoulder and ear to shove her feet into her socks and tennis shoes. The phone went to voice mail two times in a row. She ended the call and redialed.

				“Nothing,” she said grimly.

				“Keep trying,” he said, standing up. “It’s probably nothing. You’re overreacting, but we’ll go check to be safe.”

				“We’ll?”

				“You drive bad enough when you aren’t worried,” he reminded her

				“I do not,” she said, grabbing her bag, where her keys were stuffed. “I don’t need a chauffeur.”

				“Good,” he said, taking her bag from her, his eyes dark as they collided with hers. “Because there are a lot of things I want to be to you, Kat, and chauffeur isn’t one of them.”

				She opened her mouth to argue, scared to count on him, to lean on him, only to have him leave again. He was going to leave again. But the voice of reason she’d been looking for reminded her that he was here now and she needed him.

				Kat reached for the bag on his shoulder and pulled out the keys before dangling them in front of him.
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				THE RIDE TO her parents’ house was
					ten minutes that felt like forever. “Why aren’t they answering?” Kat asked Jason
					from the passenger seat of her rental car.

				“Maybe they were fighting and now they’re making up,” he
					suggested, “in which case we could really embarrass everyone, including
					ourselves, by showing up unannounced.”

				“Please do not suggest my parents are having makeup sex,” she
					said. “That isn’t something I like to think about.”

				“Makeup sex is a logical answer,” he pressed. “If there was
					something wrong when she called, then I’m sure your mother would have left a
					message. Better yet, she would have taken your calls. Think about it. What’s the
					one time when you wouldn’t answer your mother’s call? While working or while
					having sex.”

				“Again, Jason,” Kat chided. “I know you’re trying to distract
					me, but it’s not working. I have this bad feeling in my gut I can’t ignore.
					Maybe they aren’t taking my calls because one of them is rushing the other one
					to the hospital and doesn’t want to scare me.”

				“Yet they tried to call you earlier?” he asked, and then
					gentled his tone. “Kat, baby, you’re working yourself up for what is probably
					nothing. This isn’t like you at all.” He turned the corner to her parents’
					house. “See? No firetrucks and no police cars.”

				Kat let out a relieved breath before quickly fretting again.
					“Unless they’re already gone.”

				“What is up with you?” Jason queried. “Do you really have that
					bad of a feeling or is it something else? You’re supposed to be more calm now
					that you’re home and close to them, not less.”

				“I know,” she agreed. “I know. I do, but they don’t tell me
					things, Jason. I found out six months after the fact that my mother had a cancer
					scare last year. She must have been terrified and I wasn’t even aware it was
					going on. They’re older now. I need to be here if they need me. I need them to
					know I’m here for them.”

				“They know,” he promised. “And they’re proud of you for all
					you’ve achieved. You know they are.” He pulled the car into her parents’
					driveway, and put the gear in Park. “Let’s go put your mind at ease that all is
					well.”

				Kat was already shoving open her door before he finished the
					sentence, but Jason was fast and met her at the hood of the car, falling into
					pace with her as she headed up the drive. It had been so long since she’d had
					him by her side, she was surprised by just how right he felt there. But then,
					maybe she shouldn’t have been surprised at all. Their breakup wasn’t created by
					cheating and lies, or even love lost, between them. It was distance that always
					destroyed them.

				“The porch light is on,” Kat commented as they neared the
					blue-and-white cottage-style home she’d grown up in. “They aren’t in bed or
					they’d turn it off.”

				“Kitchen light, too,” Jason commented, taking the first of five
					wooden steps to the porch in unison with Kat.

				“But they won’t answer their phones,” Kat said, taking the
					final step to the porch. “I don’t get it.”

				Jason laughed and wiggled a brow. “I told you why they won’t
					answer.”

				Kat was about to knock when the door flew open, and Sheila
					Moore, Kat’s mother, appeared before them. “Kat. Jason. I didn’t expect you to
					come over.”

				Kat’s brows dipped at her mother’s rather stiff, uncomfortable
					reply, that was far from the normal, eager welcome she was used to.

				“Please tell me you two aren’t here because you worried over my
					calls,” her mother exclaimed. “Because I’m really going to feel horrible I did
					that to you. I just wanted to chitchat and when you didn’t answer I called a
					friend. You know how I am. Every time I click over to a call, I hang up on the
					other person.”

				“Of course we were worried,” Kat said quickly, glancing at her
					mother’s attire, which wasn’t at all the robe she’d expected. No, not at all.
					Her mother was fully dressed, looking stylish, and as usual, a good ten years
					younger than her age of sixty-five, in a pair of jeans and a floral shirt, her
					shoulder-length light brown hair sleek and straight. “Were you and Dad on your
					way out?”

				“I was bored and tried to talk your father into a movie.
					Clearly that didn’t work out. I’m sure I ruined whatever plans you two had in
					the process. I hate that I scared you into driving over here.”

				“We were about to eat pizza,” Jason put in quickly. “So if you
					happen to have some of that home cooking of yours you love to test on visitors,
					I’ll be happy to volunteer for the job.”

				“Certainly,” her mother said, motioning them forward. “The
					least I can do after scaring you is to feed you.” She disappeared inside the
					house, clearly expecting them to follow.

				Kat faced Jason, puzzled by a number of things. “Why isn’t my
					mother surprised you’re with me?”

				“I told you I got your new address from your parents,” he said.
					“So I stopped by and had a long chat with them.”

				“You stopped by and had a long chat with them?” she repeated.
					“What the heck did you say to them?”

				Her mother popped her head back out of the door. “You two want
					coffee or iced tea?” she asked, as if she didn’t notice they hadn’t come inside
					yet.

				“Both,” Kat said at the same time Jason did.

				Her mother smiled, but it didn’t quite reach her light green
					eyes and Kat could feel the tension radiating from her.

				Kat turned to Jason the instant her mother disappeared again.
					“I want that answer. Just not now. Something is up with my mother, no matter how
					much she is trying to act like there isn’t.”

				“I agree, something is up,” he said, his hands settling on her
					shoulders before he gave her a quick kiss. “But the answer to your question is
					that I told them I want you back. The same thing I told you. Fortunately,
					they’re ‘Team Jason.’” He drew her hands into his and kissed her knuckles. “Now,
					if I could just get you on board.”

				Her heart skipped a beat. “I’ve always been ‘Team Jason.’”

				“Correction then,” he said, his voice gentle, even tender. “I
					need you on ‘Team Jason and Kat.’”

				Oh, how Kat wished it were as easy as just jumping on board
					that request, but she wasn’t sure she could be on “Team Jason” and still be on
					“Team Jason and Kat.” If she held him back, if she’d held him back in the past,
					would there even be a “Team Jason and Kat” to talk about?

				He motioned toward the door with his head. “Your mother wants
					to feed us. Let’s not stop her. She’ll be happy and so will my stomach.”

				“Mine, too,” Kat agreed, her shoulders relaxing as she dodged
					the difficult topic of what the future held. “I was beyond starving when we
					ordered the pizza.”

				They entered the house, turning to their immediate left where
					her mother busied herself with the coffee pot in the pale blue-and-white
					rectangular-shaped oversized kitchen. The whole house had the same color scheme,
					which her parents both loved.

				“Tell me you have some of that famous cheesecake of yours
					stashed away for dessert,” Jason pleaded, making a beeline for the fridge, as
					comfortable here as if he had never left the family. “I love that stuff.”

				“You’ll have to settle for chocolate cake,” her mother informed
					him, walking toward Jason and pointing at something inside the fridge. “Hand me
					that tray. It’s lasagna. I just made it a few hours ago.”

				“Thank goodness you didn’t answer your phone,” Jason said,
					handing the requested container to Kat’s mother and elbowing the door shut. “Do
					you know how long it’s been since I had home-cooked anything?”

				“I’d have thought your mom would keep you well fed since you
					moved your folks to California,” Kat’s mother replied.

				Kat digested that with a twist in her gut, her gaze dropping to
					the floor in an effort to hide her immediate reaction. How had she forgotten
					that Jason had moved his parents to L.A. a few years back? Sure, he’d bought a
					house here, a convenience and tax write-off, while filming this season’s show,
					but he had one there as well. He was no more rooted here than he’d been before.
					Not really.

				“My parents have minds of their own,” Jason replied. “They
					hated L.A. and they hated being retired. They both took jobs teaching English in
					Thailand two years ago.”

				“They’re in Thailand?” Kat asked, her eyes lifting, seeking
					Jason, and finding him propped against the counter, arms and legs crossed, his
					gaze on her.

				“Yes,” he said, the look on his face telling her that he knew
					what she’d been thinking. “They’re in Thailand.”

				So he wasn’t bound to L.A. by anything but the work he might
					choose to take, but hadn’t.

				She swallowed hard. “Aren’t you worried about them?”

				“I was until the first time I went to visit them and saw how
					happy they are,” he said, “though I admit the visit was meant to beg, bargain
					and plead for their return.”

				“Oh!” Kat’s mother exclaimed. “I would love to do something
					like that. I’ve been volunteering at the children’s hospital and Hank has been
					helping out at a free legal service since selling his firm. We are both going
					nuts with nothing to do. I’ve been trying to talk him into travel.” Her gaze
					settled on Jason. “Maybe I could talk to Isabel about it?”

				“My mother would be thrilled to hear from you,” Jason assured
					her. “Call her on Skype by using her first and last name. She’s always
					online.”

				“Skype?” Kat’s mother asked, looking confused. “Is that the
					same thing as Twitter? Because I don’t want to tell the world my life story in
					ten words or less. I just want to talk to Isabel.”

				Kat and Jason exchanged a look and laughed. “Twitter is one
					hundred and forty characters or less,” Kat informed her mother. “Skype is a
					private chat without long-distance fees, a lot like instant message. I’ll show
					you how to do it.”

				“Is it forty characters or less? That seems very limiting.”

				“No limit,” Kat assured her. “Just type as you like and you can
					even do video if you want.”

				“Perfect,” her mom replied, putting the food in the oven and
					rubbing her hands together. “Dinner in about fifteen minutes.”

				“That’s perfect,” Jason agreed. “I
					have to admit the one thing I’d change about your daughter is her hatred of
					cooking.”

				Kat’s mother laughed, but that forced and tense quality to her
					demeanor had returned, and abruptly, at that. Even her tone was tight as she
					jokingly replied, “Kat prefers eating to cooking.” She winked at Kat and turned
					away to the stainless steel stove, opening the door and checking the lasagna, as
					if she hadn’t just put the tray inside.

				Kat and Jason exchanged a concerned look. “Where’s Dad?” Kat
					asked, determined to find out what the heck was going on.

				“Yeah, where is ol’ Hank?” Jason asked. “He and I haven’t
					gotten in a good game of chess in years.”

				“Oh, he went out for a while,” Sheila said, using a pot holder
					to adjust the foil on the tray before fiddling with the temperature only to
					change it right back to what it had been a second before.

				Kat walked to her mother, resting her hand on her back. “Talk
					to me, Mom. What’s wrong?”

				Her mother inhaled heavily and stood up. “I don’t know. I
					just…don’t know.”

				“What does that mean, Sheila?” Jason asked, sounding as
					concerned as Kat felt.

				“It means that Hank says that he’s out drinking and that every
					man deserves to go drinking now and then. And when I told him I was calling Kat,
					he got mad, and now he won’t answer his phone.”

				“Dad is out drinking?” Kat asked, glancing at Jason and
					confirming he was as baffled as she was.

				“Since when does Hank drink?” Jason asked. “I could barely get
					the man to have a beer with me during the holiday football games.”

				“He started today, apparently,” Sheila said. “Which is why I
					know something is wrong. He doesn’t want me to know about whatever it is.” She
					shook her head. “I… What if it’s another woman?”

				Kat gasped and grabbed her mother’s hand. “Oh, God, Mother.
					It’s not another woman.” She hoped.

				“It’s bad, whatever it is,” she said. “And I’d rather him be
					cheating than hiding some medical condition from me. What other two things can
					you think of that he would want to hide from me?”

				“Hey, Hank,” Jason said, and Kat and her mother turned their
					gazes to find the phone to his ear as he continued talking. “What’s this about
					you having a drink and not inviting me?” He listened a minute and then added,
					“Yeah. I know the exact spot. I’ll see you in about half an hour.” He hung up
					and dialed another number. “Yeah, I need a cab.” He quickly spouted off Kat’s
					parents’ address and ended the call.

				“Where is he?” Sheila asked. “And why did he answer your calls
					and not mine?”

				“Or mine? And why did you call a cab?” Kat asked.

				“In the order asked,” Jason replied, “I’ll try to answer. He’s
					downtown at a casino. He answered because I check in with him every now and
					then, and he knows my number. And finally, I called a cab because sometimes a
					man has to dump back a few drinks to get another man whose already drinking to
					talk.”

				“I’m going with you,” Kat said at the same time as her
					mother.

				Jason smiled. “No, you both are not.”

				“Yes—” Kat and her mother said again at the same time.

				“No,” Jason finished for them. “If you want to know what’s
					going on with Hank, then give the man some space to talk to me. I’ll get us both
					back here alive. Maybe not sober, but alive.”

				Kat and her mother looked at each other and then reluctantly
					nodded. “Call us when you know what’s going on though,” Sheila insisted.

				“I will,” Jason said, and gestured to the door at Kat. “Wait
					for the cab with me outside?”

				She nodded and they headed outside, with Jason calling over his
					shoulder, “Don’t eat all the cake while I’m gone, Sheila. I’ll be back.”

				Kat smiled at his comment, his natural way with people, that
					made him a great leader on a set. They stepped onto the porch, pulling the door
					shut behind them.

				“Do you have any clue what’s going on?” Kat asked.

				Jason twined the fingers of one of his hands with hers, and
					pulled her close to him. “Only that he was quick to invite me to join him, and
					he told me to come alone. That tells me he needs to talk.”

				“It really could be either of those things my mom said,
					couldn’t it?”

				“Let’s not jump to conclusions,” he said, settling down on the
					top step of the porch and pulling her down beside him. He slid his hand over her
					knee, aligning their legs. “Maybe he’s simply experiencing the same thing your
					mother is, lost in retirement.”

				The feel of Jason’s hand possessively on her leg, his hip
					joined with hers, warmed her well beyond the physical desire he so easily
					stirred within her. She was worried about her parents, and he was here for
					her.

				“Why not just tell her that?” Kat asked.

				He faced her more fully. “Maybe he’s afraid she’ll think this
					is something to do with her, when it’s about him.”

				“What if they’ve grown apart? What if—”

				He kissed her, his fingers curling on her cheek. “They
					haven’t,” he said. “There are a lucky few people in this world that have a
					special bond, Kat, like they do. Like we do. Space and time doesn’t divide those
					people. It hasn’t divided us.”

				Kat’s lashes fluttered, the warmth of his breath teasing her
					lips. “Jason,” she whispered, because there were no other words ample enough to
					explain what she felt. She didn’t even know what she felt.

				A horn honked and Kat jumped at the sound. The cab had parked
					in front of the house.

				“My limo has arrived,” Jason joked, brushing his thumb over the
					corner of her mouth. He stood and helped Kat to her feet. “I’ll text you when I
					get to your father’s side.”

				“That would be great,” she said. She trusted Jason. He was very
					much a part of her life again. When she’d told him she didn’t know what she
					felt, she was wrong. She felt scared of getting hurt, scared of what might be
					going on with her parents, but she could say that to Jason and he would listen,
					he’d care. And that made her feel lucky.

				“Jason!” Kat yelled, running down the steps to catch him.

				He paused, halfway inside the cab, and stood up, turning to
					her. Kat rushed up and leaned into him, pressing to her tip-toes to kiss him,
					and then whispered, “I missed you.”

				His arms closed around her, his tongue pressing past her lips,
					caressing hers. “I missed you, too. Later, I’ll show you how much.”
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				JASON WAS INSIDE the busy downtown Blue Moon Casino, searching the blackjack tables for Kat’s father, Hank, within fifteen minutes of sliding into the cab. To say that he was eager to get back to Kat after that “I missed you” proclamation she’d made by the cab was an understatement. But because he loved Kat, he was also eager to find out what was going on with her parents, especially her father.

				Jason easily spotted Hank at a busy table, with a drink in his hand and a sexy red-haired woman twenty years his junior batting her eyes at him. Jason grimaced, and moved in Hank’s direction, cursing that Sean Connery appeal Hank had with women, hoping this wasn’t a sign that he was cheating and this was his mistress.

				He slid into the only seat across the table from Hank and dropped a hundred dollar bill on the table. “Hello, Hank.”

				“Jason, my boy,” he said as the dealer swept away the chips that Hank had just lost.

				“Oh my God,” the woman said, blinking at Jason. “You’re… Oh my God. You’re the judge from that dance show.” The dealer and the three other people at the table immediately looked at Jason.

				Jason grimaced quickly and said, “No. No, but I get that all the time. It’s the name. He’s older and shorter. I swear.” He loved the judges’ table, helping dreams come true and helping new stars develop. He didn’t like being recognized, or becoming the star himself. It just wasn’t him.

				The woman smiled. “Well, you’ll do just fine by me.”

				“Shuffle,” the dealer said, and one of the people at the table got up.

				Hank elbowed the redhead. “That’s my son-in-law,” he explained to her. “Would you mind if he switched places with you?”

				“I’ll share my chair,” she purred.

				“Son-in-law,” Hank repeated. “As in married to my daughter. If he shares a chair with you, I’ll be kicking him in his seat.”

				“Oh.” She pouted and grabbed her chips. “In that case, I’ll leave. All you married guys are no fun.”

				Relief washed over Jason. Hank wasn’t flirting with the woman, that was clear. Jason grabbed his hundred since the dealer had yet to touch it, and moved to the stool next to Hank.

				“Was married to your daughter,” Jason said softly.

				“I’m counting on you to fix that,” Hank told him. “The power of positive thinking. She’s happy when she’s with you. Just stop running off and leaving her behind.”

				“I plan to,” Jason said, feeling the reprimand like a slap in the face and a reminder of the past he had to overcome with Kat.

				The dealer called for bets and slid chips in front of Jason. Hank slid two twenty-five dollar chips to the table.

				“Since when do you gamble?” Jason asked, sliding his own bet forward.

				“Since today,” Hank said, downing his drink and flagging the waitress to say, “Two shots of tequila.”

				No food and alcohol. Not a winning plan, Jason thought, catching the waitress to add, “And something to eat. Pretzels, nuts, whatever you can get me that’s allowed in the gaming area.” He turned back to the table as the dealer looked to Hank to make decisions on his cards. Hank hit sixteen when the dealer had a three. You never hit a sixteen when the dealer had a three, because you knew the dealer’s best hand was thirteen while your chances of going out were high.

				The dealer threw down a face card and Hank now had more than twenty-one. He was busted. He cursed. Jason had a three and a five. He took a hit and was dealt another three. He hit again. The dealer gave him a face card and a solid winning hand of twenty-one. Hank’s screw-up worked out okay for him. The rest of the table—not so much. Everyone else lost their hand. Someone grumbled about bad players and got up. Jason didn’t blame him. He might not make a habit of gambling, but he knew his game when he did and he didn’t play with people who didn’t.

				Jason cocked his head at Hank. “Why are we here, Hank? You know Sheila and Kat are worried sick.”

				The waitress stopped beside them and Hank tossed down a few gambling chips for a tip, then grabbed his shot off the tray, downed it, and gave the waitress the empty glass. “We’re here because I’m trying to make back mine and Sheila’s stock portfolio she has no idea I lost.”

				Jason sat there in stunned silence before emptying his shot glass as well, and giving it to the waitress. He ignored the bowl of nuts and his phone vibrating at his hip. “How much?”

				“Two hundred and fifty thousand,” Hank said, and then to the waitress. “Another round.”

				“Scratch that,” Jason said to the woman. “We’re going to the bar where they have larger glasses.”

				“I’m all for that,” Hank agreed, and shoved his chips toward the dealer. “Cash me out.”

				“And me,” Jason said, pushing his forward, but he suddenly realized the waitress was still standing there.

				She thrust her empty tray at him with a pen and a napkin on top. “Can I have your autograph?”

				“Why does everyone think you are that guy on that show?” Hank asked in an impressively convincing voice. “You’re not near as good-looking even if you think you are.” He eyed the waitress. “You want my autograph, too? I’ll sign Sean Connery if you want. You can tell them all I have a lot more hair than you thought I did.”

				The girl was young, not more than twenty-one, and she blushed, her cheeks flushing a bright red. “I’m so sorry. I really thought you were him. You just look so much like him and I heard he was in Vegas for a show.”

				Her embarrassment sent a rush of guilt through Jason. His fame was a blessing, even if it didn’t feel like it at times. He knew that. It let him do things for his family. It would let him help Kat’s. He just couldn’t get used to living under a microscope. He enjoyed creating stars, not being one himself.

				Jason grabbed the he napkin and signed it, then snatched the hundred dollar chip the dealer had given him to cash out and tossed it on her tray. “Please make sure anyone you told I was here believes you were mistaken. At least, until I’m not here anymore.”

				“It is you,” she whispered. “It is.”

				“Yes. It is.”

				She smiled brightly. “My lips are sealed. You are not you. Thank you so much.” She rushed away.

				Jason and Hank quickly headed for a dimly lit bar area with leather armchairs and round glowing blue tables. Hank flagged a waitress and ordered drinks while Jason quickly typed a message to Kat. Bad phone reception in casino. No other woman. No one sick or dying. Try to sleep. I know you won’t but try.

				She immediately replied, What is going on?

				At least he knew she got the message. He typed, I’ll explain later, and then knew Kat wouldn’t take that answer, and quickly added, retirement jitters, now go to bed. Trust me, Kat. Everything is going to be fine.

				“Must be hell to be famous,” Hank said. “I mean, it has to be tough to have all them girls pawing all over you, and movie stars hanging on your arms.”

				Jason tensed, more than a little surprised by the accusation in Hank’s words when he’d sensed nothing of this before now. They did say that alcohol made people say what was on their minds, and there was no missing the undertone. Nor did Jason doubt the fragility of it coming from a protective father with too much tequila and a really bad day under his belt.

				Jason returned his phone to his belt without answering Kat’s next message and focused on her father, looking Hank straight in the eye. “The life I want is with Kat.”

				“Now that you got the starlets out of your system?”

				“Kat and I were split up,” he said. “I tried to move on. It didn’t work.”

				“It took you too long to figure that out.”

				That wasn’t true, but that was a conversation for Jason and Kat. “Things between Kat and I have always been complicated.”

				“Then it won’t work out now any more than in the past. You should walk away before you tear her apart right when I’m about to destroy her mother.”

				Destroy? Whoa. That was a strong word and Jason was officially concerned that there was more going on here than he’d first imagined. Jason leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Talk to me, Hank. What happened? What the hell is going on?”

				A muscle in Hank’s jaw clenched. “You hear about the Smith-Wright investment company?”

				“Yeah,” Jason said, seeing where this was headed. “It’s been all over the news. All of the key executives were arrested for fraud.”

				“That’s the one,” he said. “They had our retirement portfolio for ten years, though Sheila never knew. I take care of our finances and I always have. Those guys gave me reports, showed I’d doubled our money and kept me investing. According to them I’d turned two hundred thousand dollars into five hundred thousand dollars over that decade. Sheila and I were set for retirement.” He scrubbed his hand over his lightly stubbled jaw and when the waitress appeared by his side he paid her and downed his shot before handing Jason his.

				“Don’t make me drink alone, son,” Hank said when Jason went to set the glass on the table. “Not tonight.”

				Jason didn’t enjoy being drunk or out of control, not even a little bit. And even if he did, like it or not, he was famous, and he had to guard his public behavior. He also needed Hank to keep talking.

				Jason braced himself for the bite of the liquor and poured the shot into his mouth. “That’s it for me until I eat,” he announced when the burn let him speak again. “I’m done.”

				“It’s gone now,” Hank said, and he wasn’t talking about the tequila. “All of the money is gone. Every dime Sheila and I had saved. Every dime Kat insisted we take when I didn’t want to take it. I figured I was just investing it for her. I’d give it back with a little extra in return.”

				“And you thought coming here was the way to get the money back?” Jason asked, trying to ignore the angry churn of his stomach and hating the slight buzz in his head.

				“Why the hell not?” Hank demanded defensively. “I see people get lucky all the time, living on the edge and doing things wrong. I’ve spent a lifetime doing everything right, planning and preparing, and where did that get me? Sheila wants to travel. She’s waited that lifetime with me, and worked her backside off to see the world. Now I have to tell her she waited with the wrong man. I destroyed her dream.”

				Jason and Kat had spent years apart, chasing opportunities he’d naively called dreams that were supposed to make them happy. For him that idea had been a big failure. “You two have something special, Hank. Whatever goes right or wrong, you have each other, and that’s what matters.”

				“I know that,” he said. “I do. But Sheila has always dreamed and I swore I’d make those dreams come true.”

				“You still can,” Jason said. “I’ll give you the money you lost including the return you were promised.”

				Hank stared at him blankly, as if he didn’t compute what he’d said. “You’re telling me that you’d give me five hundred thousand dollars,” he snapped his fingers, “just like that.”

				“Without a second of hesitation.”

				Hank blinked at him and then scrubbed his jaw. “Holy hell.” He mumbled something to himself and then refocused on Jason. “I’m not taking your money, son, but the fact that you just offered it to me tells me that you love my daughter even more than I thought you did. You do what you have to do to make her see that. You win her back.”

				“I’m going to give it a try,” Jason assured him. “Look, Hank, you and Sheila have always been family to me. Besides, the studio pays me an insane amount of money for sitting at the judging table. Millions of dollars which I invest and turn into more. I won’t miss this money, but you will. You and Sheila go live your dreams together, the way Kat and I should have lived ours.”

				“If you were me, would you take the money?”

				No, Jason thought. He’d have too much pride. “This will be our secret with no strings attached. If Kat kicks me to the curb, it changes nothing. This is my gift to you.”

				“I’m not taking your money, Jason.”

				There was such absoluteness to the tone that Jason knew he had to change strategies. “How much do you have left in your retirement fund?”

				“Ten thousand.”

				Of the five hundred thousand he’d thought he had. Jason knew that had to sting. “You say you want to gamble tonight? To throw caution to the wind?”

				“That was the idea.”

				“Then bet with me. Give me the ten thousand dollars to play, because let’s be honest here, you don’t know what you are doing at those tables. If I can turn that money into a hundred thousand, then you let me take it to my investment guy to work some magic. Your money turned into more money. No borrowing and no gift. No need to be prideful. You can forget any of this ever happened and book your first trip to wherever you want to go.”

				“How are you going to turn ten thousand into a hundred thousand?”

				“I’m really good at craps,” Jason said, pushing to his feet. “Which I’m going to play at the high stakes tables. You have to bet big to win big.”

				Hank stood up, his eyes clouded over, his pupils dilated. “And if you lose?”

				Jason patted his back. “We’ll be needing a lot more tequila.”

				The waitress approached but Jason waved her away before Hank saw her. The last thing Jason needed right now was more of a buzz going on in his own head.

				They left the lounge area with Jason fully intending to get Hank to take his money one way or another. Jason was taking care of Kat’s parents. The craps tables were confusing to newbies, and though Jason really was good at the game, Hank would never know if Jason won or lost. Not if he tipped the right people enough money, which he intended to do. He had this under control despite the tequila. Everything was going to be fine. And Jason believed that right up until the moment he and Hank walked around a corner and straight into the path of two men in suits. Hank and the two men stopped dead in their tracks.

				Hank—calm, collected, normally reserved Hank—was apparently hanging by a thread that snapped. “These two buzzards work at Smith-Wright,” Hank growled and shoved one of them.

				Before Jason could even react, the cameras began to flash and people gathered around them. Trouble was here and it wasn’t going to go away without dragging him and Hank into a whole lot of that spotlight Jason didn’t enjoy. And he knew the press. They’d investigate Hank, and they’d figure out the connection. He and Kat were about to be outed as exes and if he didn’t calm Hank down, that might be the best of the worst to come.

				* * *

				AN HOUR AFTER Jason’s last text, Kat snuggled into the oversized blue chair in her parents’ living room, with her mother resting on the matching couch, and flipped on the ten o’clock news.

				“I wish they’d call,” her mother murmured, clearly not watching the television. She leaned up on her elbow. “What if it’s not retirement jitters? What if Hank is having a full-fledged midlife crisis and we’re not as happy as I thought we were?”

				“Stop doing this to yourself, Mom. I read you Jason’s text. If there was something to worry about, he would have told me.”

				“You’re sure?”

				“Yes, I’m sure.”

				“What if Hank hadn’t told Jason everything yet? And my God, what did he tell him?”

				“Mom,” Kat said softly, understanding how she must feel. How Kat herself would feel if this were Jason acting strangely. “Jason is with him. Dad knows he will tell me what is going on. If he didn’t want you to know do you think he would have been that quick to invite Jason to join him?”

				“…Jason Alright from Stepping Up…”

				Kat’s attention whipped to the television and her mother sat up and increased the volume.

				“…was involved in a disturbance at the Blue Moon Casino…”

				Kat and her mother were both standing now, both dialing their phones, trying to reach Jason and Hank.

				“…a section of the casino was shut down but has now reopened. No more details are available.”

				“No answer,” Kat said.

				Sheila shook her head. “Let’s get over there. I’ll call the hotel while you drive.”

				“And the police station,” Kat said grimly. “And let’s hope they aren’t there.”
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				JASON AND HER father weren’t answering their phones, but they weren’t in jail, per her mother’s call to the police station. That was the one good thing Kat had to cling to as she and her mother rushed to the front desk of the Blue Moon Casino.

				“I need to locate Jason Alright,” Kat said to the tall, thin twenty-something male attendant behind the counter.

				“Jason Alright?” the man asked, looking down on her from beneath his dark rimmed glasses.

				Her brows dipped. “I know you know who I’m talking about.”

				“No, ma’am,” he said primly. “I’m afraid I do not.”

				“Listen up,” her mother said, letting the tough E.R. nurse who took charge in the center of disaster shine through for the first time tonight. “You can’t tell me you don’t know the judge from Stepping Up when he was the center of attention right here in this hotel only a short while ago. Jason is her husband. Find him, find someone who knows how to find him or just plain go get him yourself.”

				The man stared at her for several terse seconds and then eyed Kat, inspecting her T-shirt and messy hair with a bit of disdain. Thank goodness her leggings were hidden below the counter. His lips tightened. “I’ll return momentarily.” He turned away and left them to wait.

				Kat glanced around the crowded lobby, and it was clear that her mother’s loudly spoken words had garnered unwanted attention as pointing and whispering had begun. Kat cringed as numerous cell phone pictures were taken. She was officially outed as Jason’s wife, and she wasn’t even his wife anymore. Nevertheless, they had a history, and the connection between them was bound to come out. She’d simply hoped to get a little farther into the show than the first week of rehearsals.

				“Mom,” Kat said. “Jason and I—”

				“Love each other,” she finished. “So don’t let him go. This time is it, Kat. I feel it in my gut. He’s going all the way or he’s going away and it has to be that way. You both have to get on with life, one way or the other.”

				Kat sucked in a breath at the blunt reality etched so precisely into those words. Deep down Kat knew that if Jason exited her life again, he was gone for good, but hearing it from her mother was a blow. Her stomach knotted because history said he would leave again, and while part of her said this time together was something, they needed to be able to move on. Another part of her though could still feel his touch and smell him on her skin, could still hear his deep voice, see his smile, and that part of her hoped for a future with Jason.

				“Ms. Moore?”

				Kat turned to find a big burly giant who wore one of those concrete expressions that screamed “security” even more so than his black jacket and the ear piece.

				“Yes?” her mother asked the man.

				Kat raised her hand. “And yes. Same name.”

				“Your party is waiting for you, and I’d send you without an escort but it appears you’ve drawn a bit of attention.” A camera flashed and he glanced at a group of three women, studying them. “We don’t need any more excitement here tonight.”

				“I guess I shouldn’t have told the world we were here to see Jason,” her mother admitted with a sigh. “I forget he’s a big star now.”

				“Not a problem,” the man assured them. “I’ll just get you out of the crush here and I’m sure everything will be fine.” He motioned them forward and indicated a path, before falling into step behind them.

				Kat replayed her mother’s words in her head. Jason was a star—no—big star, she’d said. Boy, oh boy, was her mother throwing bombs tonight.

				“Sorry I got a little loud and out of control,” her mother said. “I didn’t mean to get us an escort.”

				“Let’s talk later,” Kat told her, having some experience with this kind of thing after traveling with Marcus, whose fans were downright rabid. “There are cameras everywhere, and believe me, everything and anything could end up in the tabloids, especially given what happened earlier tonight.”

				“We don’t know what happened,” her mother exclaimed. “That’s the point.”

				“We know it ended up on the news.” And they knew that Jason was that big of a name now to draw that kind of attention, which drove home how much Stepping Up had changed his life. Yet he seemed like the same Jason she’d always known, virtually unchanged, and that was special, unique even.

				She’d seen plenty of people changed by stardom. He’d helped her parents tonight without question, and not just because of her. He was just that kind of guy, and always had been. If anyone deserved fame, he did. Her stomach sunk at what that meant. To hold him back would be selfish and she loved him too much to do that. She had to get a grip.

				Emotion tightened her chest, but she didn’t have time to analyze her feelings as they had arrived at an elevator corridor. From there, the three of them—Kat, her mother, and the stone-faced guard—traveled to the twenty-seventh floor.

				When the doors opened, their security escort placed his hand on the button to keep them from shutting again. “Room 2711,” he instructed, evidently not joining them beyond this point.

				“Thank you,” Kat said, and she and her mother exited the car.

				The instant the elevator shut behind them, her mother asked, “Do you think this is some kind of security screening room we’re going to?”

				“We’re about to find out,” Kat said, pointing in the direction they needed to go.

				“I’m guessing the code isn’t a good sign,” her mother said as they passed several doors, and appeared to be heading to the far end of a long hallway.

				“VIP floors are reserved for big money, government officials and celebrities,” Kat explained. “Extra security isn’t a sign of anything being wrong.” She lifted her chin to indicate the final door. “This is us.”

				“Finally,” her mother said, rushing forward and knocking three times.

				Kat caught up to her right as the door flew open to reveal Jason standing there, looking so sexy that Kat could have sworn her legs wobbled. His hair was rumpled, his jaw shadowed, his body long and lean, and yes, hard. Every bit of this man was hard and made her soft and yet hot for him. She couldn’t resist him. She was weak. She was selfish. So very selfish because she didn’t want to let him go.

				“Where’s Hank, Jason?” her mother asked. “Is he okay?”

				“He’s fine considering he’s hanging over the toilet with tequila fever,” he said, stepping back to let her mother pass. “Other than that, everything is fine.”

				Kat knew Jason well enough to know that he wouldn’t make any declaration lightly and relief washed over her.

				Her mother didn’t seem to agree, exclaiming, “Oh, God!” and hurried into the room.

				Kat hesitated, also knowing herself. One touch from Jason and she’d forget why selfishly wanting him was wrong. Jason reached for her and tugged her inside the room, shutting the door behind them. His touch sizzled through Kat like an electric charge, the spicy male scent of him she knew and loved so much, tickling her nostrils. And when his eyes met hers, for the briefest, most intimate of moments, and he bent down to brush his lips over hers, she might as well have been chocolate melting in the hot sun.

				“What happened?” Kat’s mom asked, drawing their attention to where she’d stopped at the edge of the room, her focus on Jason. “Why were you on the news? Why are you in this room?”

				“He drank too much and almost got into a fight,” Jason explained without an instant’s hesitation. “Fortunately, the powers-that-be here want our show here next season. They eagerly comped us a room so we could hide until the media calms down and we can get out of here.”

				“Why didn’t you call us?” Sheila demanded. “Why didn’t Hank call me?”

				“He’s not capable of conversation right now,” Jason said. “And we’d just made it to the room when I heard you two were up front.”

				Kat watched her mother curl her arms in front of her chest, the distress and tension rolling off of her as she asked, “Why was he here drinking, Jason? Why was he here at all?”

				“He needs to explain that to you, Sheila,” he said, trailing his hand down Kat’s arm to rest his hand on the small of her back. “I doubt he’s capable of that right now, but know this. He’s not cheating, he’s not dying and he’s still very much in love with you. In fact, tonight was more about how much he wants to make you happy than anything else. Let him get the tequila out of his system though. He drank a lot for a man who doesn’t drink. Hell, he drank a lot for a man who does drink.”

				Kat’s mother studied him a moment and then turned away, disappearing down the hall.

				Jason immediately pulled Kat into the box-like kitchen immediately to Kat’s left, pressing her against the counter, his muscular thighs framing hers, the warmth of his body heating her skin. His gaze searched her expression. “What’s wrong?”

				“You were on the news. I was worried sick.”

				“That’s not what’s wrong.”

				“I just… I…” She drew a breath and let it out, her hand settling on his chest. “Yesterday I was telling myself ‘I don’t want to want him again’ and already today it’s changed to ‘I don’t want to lose him again.’”

				His fingers slid around her neck, his eyes darkened. “I don’t want to lose you again either.” He kissed her, a deep, sexy kiss, and she could taste the tequila and desire on his mouth.

				Kat moaned and wrapped her arms around his neck, unable to fight the sweet, hot, warmth of his tongue against her, the feel of his hands running over her back, molding her closer.

				“God, I missed you,” he murmured. “Your parents need time alone and so do we. Let’s get out of here.”

				She swallowed hard, fighting through her need for Jason, to focus on her love for her parents. “What happened with my father?”

				“He made a bad investment,” he said grimly. “Really bad. Enough so that he’s worried he can’t take your mother traveling like they’d planned.”

				“Oh, no,” Kat said. “He’s so cautious. How did this happen?”

				“Fraud by the investment firm,” he said, “but it’s handled, Kat. I’m getting my investment guy involved to make back the money they lost. In the meantime, I figure we can give them a trip for their wedding anniversary next month to start them off.”

				Kat leaned back to study him more closely. “We?”

				“We,” he repeated softly.

				Kat studied him, her heart squeezing with the reference, with the “we” she wanted to be with him again. And while she might not have him forever, she knew one thing for certain, with all of her heart. She was so done fighting Jason. If this was truly their last hurrah, she didn’t want to waste a moment of it.

				“Let’s get out of here, Jason,” she said, and pressed her lips to his.

				* * *

				AN HOUR LATER, after they’d been discreetly ushered out of the hotel by security, Jason followed Kat up the stairs from his garage again, on the phone with Calvin Newport, his long-time agent.

				“I wasn’t drunk,” Jason said grumpily. “I wasn’t fighting.”

				“You have a moral clause,” Calvin said.

				Jason scrubbed a hand through his hair and stomped up the last step to his living room. “I know I have a moral clause. And like I said, I wasn’t drinking and I wasn’t fighting.”

				“They want to talk to us in the morning,” Calvin said. “A conference call.”

				“This is ridiculous,” Jason said, rubbing the ball of tension at his neck. He was concerned. He might not want another season with Stepping Up, but he did want this Vegas show to go well for him and Kat. “What time?”

				“Nine,” Calvin said. “I’ll get them on the line and then dial your office.”

				“Fine,” he said, his gaze lifting to find Kat watching him, her expression etched with more than a little worry.

				“Fine what?” Calvin pressed.

				Kat turned and walked toward the kitchen and he heard the balcony door open and Jason quickly tried to end the conversation. “I’ll expect your call, Calvin.”

				“Try to get some rest so you won’t be this foul.”

				“Goodnight, Calvin,” he said, snapping his phone shut to follow Kat.

				He found the door cracked open and Kat standing at the wooden railing with her back to him. He stepped outside but she didn’t turn.

				He walked up behind her, wrapped his arms around her, and held her close.

				The stars were bright, the sky clear, the moon full and high in the night sky. It was warm, but there was a breeze off the mountains, lifting the silky blond strands of her hair off her slender shoulders. His gut, and his groin, tightened at the sight of her, and the soft feminine scent of her.

				“Don’t turn this into an excuse to push me away, Kat.”

				She turned in his arms to face him. “The studio’s all over you, Jason. Do you have any idea how much I regret letting you go to that casino tonight?”

				“You didn’t let me do anything. You didn’t even ask me. I did it because I wanted to and I’d do it again if I knew the outcome.”

				“The press is going to figure out our past, Jason, and then the studio will, too.”

				“The studio knows about our past, Kat.”

				“What?” Her eyes went wide. “How? When? Because of tonight? Jason, I’ll leave before I let this affect your career. I’ll—”

				He kissed her, slanting his mouth over hers, his tongue stealing a quick, sweet taste of her. “Before you signed the contract. I had no intention of hiding our relationship past, present or future, for any reason but your request.”

				“Oh,” she breathed out. “I’m pretty sure after tonight everyone is going to know anyway.”

				He stroked her hair. “How do you feel about that?”

				“I would have liked to have it come out once I was more established, but honestly, Jason, all I care about right now is you. I don’t want this to hurt you with the studio.”

				“Ah, my little KandyKat,” he murmured. “How am I going to get you to understand that the only thing I care about is you. Hmm. I think I’ll start with you in my bed again.”

				“I thought we were going to my place?”

				“We were,” he said. “But your clothes are never going to stay on that long.” He bent down and picked her up, as he had done earlier.

				Kat clung to his neck and laughed, a sexy, lilting sound that heated his limbs and stirred his emotions. If he heard that laugh every day of his life, it wouldn’t be enough.
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				KAT WOKE UP in Jason’s bed to him nuzzling her neck, and with the scent of him, the feel of him, all around her. “It’s time to get up, KandyKat.”

				“Hmmm.” She sank deeper under the blankets. “Hit snooze, please.”

				“You said that seven minutes ago.”

				“Just once more,” she murmured, pressing her backside against his hips, and pulling his arm around her. Oh, how she missed waking up to this man.

				He laughed, low and rough in her ear, nipping it gently. “You’ve said that twice now.”

				She groaned and rolled to her back, blinking into the dim light of the lamp he’d turned on. “What time is it?” she asked, running her hand over the sexy stubble on his jaw.

				“Four-thirty.”

				Her eyes went wide and she sat up, the sheet falling down her naked body. She had to get to rehearsals.Jason’s eyes raked her breasts and he reached for her. She darted off the bed, dodging him. “We can’t do that right now. I have to shower.” She rushed away from him, grabbing her bag on the way to his massive white tiled master bathroom.

				“I’ll guess this means you don’t want me to join you?”

				Kat peeked around the door frame. “I’ll be late if you do that.” She closed the door and headed to the shower. When done, she dressed in clean leggings and a light blue T-shirt she’d had in her bag. By the time she was blow drying her hair, she had officially begun to worry about the day before her.

				She and Jason agreed that secrets fed gossip. They would tell their story before the press did it for them. They used to be married and they were seeing each other again. It had seemed like a good plan when they’d talked about it, but now, with it about to be put into play, she had doubts. What if the studio felt Kat was a bad influence on Jason? What if they wanted her fired and he didn’t want to do it? What if…? There were so many what ifs.

				Kat followed the blessed scent of coffee and found Jason leaning against the kitchen cabinet with a cup in his hand. His hair was damp and rumpled, his jaw clean shaven, his jeans low on his hips, and his Black Sabbath T-shirt pulled snug on his impressive chest.

				“I’ll quit the show before I let what happened last night hurt your job, Jason,” she blurted. “I need you to know that.”

				He frowned and set his cup on the counter before reaching for her. “Come here,” he murmured, wrapping her in his powerful arms, and stroking her hair. “If last night puts your job or mine on the line, then I have no desire to keep working for this studio.”

				“You—”

				His lips brushed hers. “Want you very badly, so unless you want me to strip you naked and set you on this counter, I suggest you go now.”

				“Jason—”

				He slanted his mouth over hers, his tongue stroking, hot with demand, and anything she might have said faded. Kat’s arms slid around his neck, the spicy taste of him warming her, calming her. When they were together like this she felt like they could face anything and survive. They could even survive being late to work, but when he tore his mouth from hers, and warned, “Last chance,” Kat took off for the door, laughing.

				This was their last chance, she thought, sliding into her car. Right now, despite the media drama, it felt like their best chance, too.

				* * *

				NEAR NOON, KAT stood on the stage next to Ellie and watched a group of dancers perform. She’d spoken to her mother during a short break, just long enough to hear that her father was too sick to head home yet, and to tell them that Jason had taken care of the room for them for the day and even the rest of the night if they wanted. Both she and Kat had expected her father wouldn’t want to move too quickly. Drinking tequila like a fish when you didn’t regularly swim equaled drowning in pain.

				She hadn’t mentioned the investment loss that had brought on the drinking binge. She wanted to give them time to talk that out on their own and she wasn’t sure her father would be up for that yet.

				Kat’s gaze slid to the distant doors of the auditorium, willing Jason to walk through them. She hadn’t heard from him and no one had seen him all day, which only made people more curious about what was going on. The buzz about the night before was loud and steady, but the connection between Kat and Jason had yet to be made. It wouldn’t take long. Kat had been around the tabloid mess more than a few times, most recently with Marcus, who was a total media magnet.

				Another half hour passed, and another set of dancers were running through a routine when Kat’s skin tingled with the awareness she always felt when Jason was watching her. Her gaze lifted to find him sauntering down the center aisle with a loose-legged sexy swagger that had her conjuring up images of the night before: of him naked, of her naked and in his arms. No man but Jason had ever affected her so easily, so completely, though she’d tried to find one. She’d tried to forget Jason and always failed.

				He held a thumb up to Kat, silently telling her everything was okay, and relief washed over her. Whatever had tied him up today, the results were good, and ultimately that was all that mattered.

				“Bossman sure stirred up trouble last night,” Ellie commented quietly. “Any idea what happened?”

				Kat wasn’t a fool. Ellie had seen her thumbs-up exchange with Jason, and she was digging to find out just how close Kat and Jason really were.

				“My father had a retirement crisis and dragged Jason along for the ride,” Kat explained.

				“What?” Ellie asked, shock hissing through her whisper. “Your father knows Jason?”

				Kat glanced at her. “Well, he was at our wedding.”

				“What?” she asked again, facing Kat now, and ignoring the dancers. “Whose wedding?”

				“Jason and I were married a very long time ago,” Kat said. “It’s not a secret.”

				“You said you were old friends. You didn’t say you were married.”

				Kat shrugged. “Now I am.”

				“I knew something was up with you two,” Ellie replied. “I knew it.”

				Kat’s gaze veered over Ellie’s shoulder, her attention caught on the opposite side of the stage. There, Carrie and Tabitha were clearly arguing. Kat could see Carrie’s face pinched in anger before she turned away, exiting behind the curtain. Tabitha immediately followed her.

				“Are you and Jason—”

				“Hold that question,” Kat said. “I think we have trouble with that situation I told you about this morning. Tabitha and Carrie just headed off stage in the midst of an argument. Call for lunch if I’m not back in fifteen minutes.”

				Kat darted behind the curtain and rushed toward the other side of the stage, arriving just in time to see Tabitha disappear out of a door leading to the dressing rooms.

				Kat hurried after her, covering the distance in a near run. She really didn’t need this turning nasty and she’d seen the way Tabitha and Carrie had interacted on the DVD the night before. It wasn’t pretty. Right now, Kat and Jason had enough trouble brewing without a fight on set.

				Kat shoved open the door Tabitha had used and quickly headed down a long, narrow hallway. She was almost to the end, where there was a section of twelve dressing rooms, when she heard Tabitha’s raised voice.

				“I put up with you in the contestant house,” Tabitha said, “because I knew you weren’t good enough to stay around long. If you think I’m going to tolerate you here, you’d better think again.”

				Kat stopped at the end of the hall, listening to get a true picture of what was happening.

				“Are you threatening me?” Carrie asked, her voice soft but surprisingly confrontational for what Kat had observed of her personality.

				“No,” Tabitha said. “I’m making you a promise. If you interfere with my work, which includes how I handle my understudy, I’ll make sure you get fired and we’ll be better off as a show for it. You weren’t good enough for the competition, you weren’t good enough for Jensen and you aren’t good enough for Vegas.”

				“She’s not only good enough for me,” came a male voice, “I feel lucky she thinks I’m good enough for her.”

				Kat checked around the corner to see a tall hunk of a guy with a military haircut and a broad chest wrap his arm around Carrie. He had to be her fiancé. Go, Carrie! And go, fiancé for coming to the rescue!

				“Who are you?” Tabitha asked snidely but there was a crack in her voice, a chink in her armor.

				“The new head of security here at the hotel and Carrie’s very protective fiancé.” He glanced at Carrie. “Are you out for lunch?”

				“Yes she is,” Kat said as she stepped into the large room. “Take her to eat. I need to have a word with Tabitha alone anyway.” Kat glanced at Carrie. “And I look forward to being properly introduced to your fiancé soon. After all, Carrie, we will be working on some choreography together.”

				Carrie beamed. “Thank you, Kat. I can’t wait.” She and her fiancé left the dressing room.

				“So, Tabitha,” Kat said, “let’s find Ellie and have a chat.” Kat knew having a witness to any reprimand was smart with someone like Tabitha. It kept details from being twisted.

				“She started this,” Tabitha blurted. “She involved herself in my work with my understudy. Why would you send Carrie to lunch and then talk to me?”

				Kat sighed. “Okay, Tabitha. I’m going to make this quick. I’ve observed how you treat Marissa and it’s simply not acceptable. I saw how you treated Carrie tonight, as well, when Carrie is simply trying to protect Marissa. Marissa is your understudy and you have to be nice to her. You make snide comments and sneer at her. This is not appropriate and it undermines our opportunity to be a team that succeeds together. I’m going to draw up a warning for you to sign. If you continue such actions then you simply won’t be here any longer.”

				“I have a contract,” Tabitha stated. “I can’t be fired by the choreographer.”

				“Read the contract,” Kat said. “It specifically requires your professional behavior on the set.”

				“I will not be threatened,” Tabitha spat.

				“It’s not a threat,” Kat said, repeating Tabitha’s words. “It’s a promise. Be respectful to the cast and crew or you won’t be here.”

				“I’ll go to my agent. He’ll take care of this and you.”

				“I would, too, if I were you,” Kat said. “Have your agent help you understand the terms of the contract.”

				“This is crazy. I’m going to talk to Jason.”

				“I’m right here.” Jason stepped to Kat’s side, his brand of cool confidence and casual authority expanding around them. “And I heard part of the conversation. Kat is far from just a choreographer. She has my permission to make any casting changes needed and I didn’t sign on to this show with my hands tied. No one is here without an exit plan in place if needed. We have a small window to make this show perfect. Either you want to be a part of that or you don’t.”

				“I do,” Tabitha said, sounding sweeter than Kat had ever heard her sound. “That’s why I don’t want to be silent when someone isn’t giving their all.”

				“Then don’t,” Jason said flatly. “Tell Kat. She’s your boss. One of the reasons Kat does such a good job is that her dancers know she’ll take the fall for a problem rather than place blame, but she deserves loyalty in return.” He glanced at Kat, those wintery green eyes of his warm in a way that made her hot. “You got a few minutes?”

				Yes. Yes. Yes. She desperately wanted to know how his meeting went with the studio. “We’re about to call lunch so it’s perfect timing.” Kat’s gaze returned to Tabitha’s. “Let’s skip that second meeting with Ellie, Tabitha. You’re talented, and I look forward to helping you shine, but as one of the stars of the show, I need you to be a positive leader.”

				Tabitha crossed her arms in front of her. “I will be.”

				The statement was wrapped in barely contained resentment and Kat mentally sighed. No. She wouldn’t. But with any luck Tabitha now hated her more than Marissa, and would focus her anger Kat’s way. At least then poor Marissa could catch a break.

				“You should go eat, Tabitha,” Kat said. “We have a long afternoon ahead.”

				Tabitha gave a little lift of her chin and headed back toward the stage entrance.

				Jason let out a soft whistle the instant Tabitha was out of view. “You weren’t joking about that one. She’s a problem.”

				“She and Carrie had a spat on stage. It wasn’t pretty but most importantly—” she lowered her voice though they were alone “—I’ve been worried sick all morning.”

				“Everything is fine, baby,” he said gently. “I told you not to worry.”

				“What’s your definition of ‘fine’?”

				He grinned. “I convinced them I’m not a lush.”

				“Oh, God, Jason, tell me they didn’t actually call you that?”

				“Might as well have,” he said, “but in the end, surprise surprise, they’re pleased to report that website hits for the Stepping Up site tripled last night. Free advertising at our expense. Which reminds me, we need to get your parents on a vacation and out of town before the bloodhounds find them.”

				Kat nodded. She wasn’t eager for them to take off when she’d only just arrived, but she’d already figured out how much traveling meant to her mother. “I think that’s a good idea.”

				“I was hoping you’d say that. I bought them tickets to visit my parents in Thailand this morning but I didn’t want to send them over until you gave me the okay. I didn’t think they’d take the gift if it wasn’t framed as a job. Not with the pride thing your dad has going on right now.”

				Her lips parted with her surprise. “Jason, you didn’t have to do that.”

				“Yes, I did. I made public the one time in your father’s life he ever had a meltdown. I got together with my investment guy as well and he’ll meet with them tomorrow, before they head to the airport.”

				Kat blinked at him, speechless for a moment. Without her father’s craziness in that casino, Jason would never had ended up in the news, but he didn’t blame her father. He blamed himself. “Fame hasn’t changed you. I don’t know why, but it hasn’t.”

				“I’m still the same guy who can’t stand this close to you without wanting to kiss you.”

				Her knees felt weak again. He had a way of doing that to her. “And I’m apparently the same ol’ Kat who likes that about you.” Her lips curved. “Except, of course, when I’m trying to resist you.”

				“And are you?” he asked. “Trying to resist me?”

				“If I knew what was good for both of us, I would be,” she said. “But no. I’m not. Whatever is going to be, is going to be.”

				The door burst open from the stage area and voices filled the hallway as the dancers rushed forward. Ellie had clearly called for a lunch break.

				“Let’s make a run for lunch before some other crisis stops us.” He motioned toward the direction Carrie and her man had headed out.

				“I’m all for that,” Kat said, rushing down the hall with him.

				They were in the hotel and almost at the diner when they heard Ellie calling after them. “Kat! Jason! Wait. Wait. I need you two.”

				“So close to escaping,” Jason whispered.

				Kat laughed and turned with him to greet Ellie. “What’s going on?”

				Ellie jerked to a halt in front of them. “That tabloid website ‘Truth’ just posted a story about the two of you being married. The minute we broke for lunch and the cast and crew cranked up their smartphones, the news was out. We have to figure out what to say about it.”

				Jason glanced at Kat. “I don’t know about you, but I’m starving. I say we go eat. I need to talk to both of you about a nightclub promotion the hotel wants us to do anyway.”

				“I’m all for lunch,” Kat agreed. “How about you, Ellie?”

				Ellie gaped at them. “That’s it? You two want to eat lunch? Aren’t you worried about this?”

				Jason shrugged. “The studio knows we’re exes. It’s not a secret. And it’s certainly not taboo. You married one of our producers. Darla married the host of Stepping Up.”

				“So, do nothing?” Ellie asked, looking distressed by that idea.

				“Besides tell anyone who asks that it’s true and to focus on a rapidly approaching opening night?” Jason said. “Yes. Nothing. This only has the wings we give it.”

				Ellie’s gaze flickered between them. “You’re positive?”

				Kat glanced at Jason, who gave a firm, “Yes. Positive.”

				Kat couldn’t help but hope he was right.
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				SEVERAL HOURS LATER, Jason was finally through with the studio heads and media damage control, and could get to work on his real job of directing. He sauntered into the theater and headed to the front row seating where a table was set up for staff. Kat and Ellie stood center stage, talking with the script manager, while dancers prepared to work through the opening scene of the show. Seeing Kat up there, doing what she loved, back in his life, felt right like nothing else had in a very long time.

				He settled into the chair on the end of the row, next to his assistant director Ronnie Wilks, a young film school graduate that was quickly building an impressive resume.

				“How’s it going, Bossman?” Ronnie asked, turning his Texas Longhorns hat backward and running his hand down his jeans-clad leg.

				“As fine as any day in the tabloids can go,” Jason replied dryly.

				“That’s what you get for being famous,” Ronnie joked.

				Only it wasn’t a joke to Jason. It was reality, and one he was ready to leave behind. “Let’s make this show the star,” Jason commented. “Not me.” He motioned to the computer on the desk. “Do we have the schedule drafted for tomorrow? We need to be fully blocked and on to polishing by next week.”

				Jason and Ronnie talked through their plans briefly before the entire cast of more than a hundred filed into the theater and filled the seating across the aisle from Jason and his crew. The energy in the room changed almost immediately, the glances between Jason and Kat impossible to miss.

				Ronnie called out a list of names to ensure everyone who was supposed to be on stage was, and then leaned in close to Jason. “You and Kat sure know how to shake things up. Talk about an armadillo in the room.”

				“An armadillo?” Jason asked, arching a brow.

				“That’s the Texas version of an elephant in the room.”

				“I get it,” Jason said, and he knew Kat felt it. She was stiff on the stage, and tension radiated from her. “It’ll pass.”

				Apparently Kat didn’t think so. She grabbed a microphone. “I need everyone’s attention, please. We have a show to get ready and everyone appears to be distracted. So let’s just cut to the chase and get focused. The answer to all the whispered questions is that yes, Jason is my ex-husband, and yes, we’re dating. And finally, yes, Jason was with my father last night when a group of reporters did some creative story building. Any questions?”

				Jason saw his producer choke on a drink and silence zipped through the room as if she’d hit the mute on a remote control. Ah, his KandyKat. She had a way of making a point. Jason scrubbed his jaw and laughed—because really, what else could he do?—and then he leaned across the table and grabbed a microphone of his own. “I have a question…”

				* * *

				IT WAS LATE that evening and Jason and Kat sat with her parents at their kitchen table. Dinner was darn good lasagna that Hank was finally well enough to enjoy, and the past twenty-four hours had given them plenty to laugh at.

				“So we’re standing at the diner and I told Ellie that we weren’t going to make any announcement,” Jason said, recounting the moment when they’d discovered the tabloids had found out he and Kat were exes. “And we all agreed and went to eat lunch. The next thing I know, I’m sitting in a theater with the entire cast and crew, with the whispers and gossip buzzing around the room. So what does Kat do? She finds a microphone and says, ‘I need everyone’s attention, please.’”

				Hank laughed and Sheila went, “Uh-oh.”

				Jason laughed and speared a tomato. “Exactly what I said. Uh-oh.”

				“What was I supposed to do, Jason?” Kat asked. “The dancers kept whispering to themselves. Nothing was getting done. We needed focus.”

				“What’d you do, Kitten?” Hank asked Kat.

				Kat motioned to Jason. “Oh, let him tell you. He started this story.”

				“Don’t mind if I do,” Jason agreed. “Kat proceeded to make her version of a public service announcement that went something like this. ‘Yes, Jason is my ex-husband, and yes, we’re dating. And yes, he was with my father last night when a group of reporters did their creative story building. Any questions?’”

				Sheila gasped and covered her mouth and Hank chuckled. “Were there any questions?”

				“Surely no one had the nerve to ask a question,” Sheila replied, dropping her hand from her mouth.

				Kat’s eyes flashed at Jason. “Oh, yes. Someone did.” She pointed at Jason.

				“Oh, God,” Sheila murmured. “What did you ask?”

				Jason shrugged. “I asked if anyone had an aspirin or maybe ten.”

				Hank and Sheila both laughed. “Then what?” Sheila asked, laughing now herself, and wiping tears from her eyes.

				“Everyone laughed but me,” Jason said. “I was serious. I had a damn tequila headache, no thanks to you, Hank.”

				“Did you get your aspirin?” Sheila asked.

				“I didn’t even get a Tic Tac,” he complained. “But everyone seemed to get focused and do their job after that.”

				“Oh, good,” Sheila said. “I hope that means last night is behind you two.”

				Kat’s questioning eyes found Jason’s, and he answered with a quick nod. She grabbed her purse and removed the plane tickets. “Jason and I were talking and we think the press is going to keep coming at us, and you.”

				“So I called my parents today,” Jason added. “They invited you both to come visit them and see what they do in Thailand.”

				Kat placed the tickets on the table, hopeful her father wouldn’t let his pride over the bad investments get in the way of this trip. “You leave tomorrow and we bought a non-refundable package deal. The money is spent. You might as well enjoy the trip.”

				“We can’t take those tickets,” Hank said quickly. “No. We can’t. It’s too much money.”

				“The money is spent, Dad,” Kat said. “So either you take the trip or the money goes to waste.”

				“I know why you’re doing this,” Hank said, his gaze meeting Jason’s. “And no. I told Sheila everything. We’ll meet your investment expert, but we won’t take charity.”

				Jason slid his plate aside and leaned forward. “Nick—that’s my investment expert—is expecting you at ten in the morning. Your flight is at two. The trip is a gift from myself and Kat, for all the love and support you showed us both while we worked to build our careers. A gift that pleases us both very much to give you.”

				Jason watched Sheila and Hank look at each other. He took Kat’s hand under the table as they waited for a response. “You think we can get teaching jobs there?”

				Jason hesitated and glanced at Kat. He knew she was excited to be back with her parents, but she gave a nod of her head, her approval. “I know you can.”

				Sheila glanced at Hank, who said, “You really want to do this, don’t you?”

				She nodded. “I do.”

				He hesitated, seeming to struggle with his pride before letting out a breath. “Okay then. We’ll go.”

				Sheila clapped and hugged him before rushing to Jason and Kat for hugs as well. “My parents want us to call them on Skype,” Jason announced when things finally settled down.

				A few minutes later, after dialing up his parents, Kat and Jason left Sheila and Hank in front of the computer, talking excitedly about their trip.

				Jason followed Kat to the wooden deck off the back of her parents’ house. “Our families have always gotten along as well as we did,” Jason commented, sitting down on the wooden swing next to Kat. The sky was clear, the moon full, the stars bright, and the cool breeze off the mountain a perfect temperature on what could have been a hot night.

				“They did,” Kat said, glancing at him. “They do. I’m excited they’re going on this trip.” She angled her body toward him, lacing her fingers in his. “Thank you for making this happen for them.”

				“There’s a lot of things we can do for them, Kat,” he said. “For both of our families. It’s what we always wanted. What we talked about.”

				She drew a deep breath, shadows dancing in her eyes. “We did. Yes.”

				He drew their joined hands to his mouth and kissed her knuckles. “We didn’t get here the way we wanted to, but we’re here, nonetheless.”

				“Yes,” she said, shifting away from him, her gaze lifting to the sky. “We’re here now.”

				His gut clenched. She didn’t have to say more for him to read the subtext that said, “But for how long?”, before she added, “I believed we’d really make all of those things happen, too.”

				“So did I.”

				She turned back to him, her soft fingers trailing over his jaw. “I know you did.”

				“We let distance exist where it shouldn’t have.”

				“There wasn’t a way around it,” she said. “One of us would get a job offer when the other was already committed and we both would know it was too good to pass up. And if one of us missed an opportunity and never got another that good, or big, it would have fed resentment.” She shook her head. “We couldn’t have done anything but what we did.”

				Guilt twisted inside Jason because he knew he’d had opportunities to put Kat first, to turn down work that in hindsight hadn’t moved his dreams along. Not only had they not been the best career moves, he’d lost the person he wanted to share his dreams with. He’d lost her.

				“We did a lot of things wrong, Kat—I did a lot of things wrong—but they molded me, and us, into the people we are now. We can’t change those things but we can use them to make a better future.”

				“I don’t want to think about the future. When I do that, I think about a time limit, because we always have one. I want to think about right now. I just want to enjoy what time we have.”

				Jason fought the urge to argue, to demand she see his sincerity, his regret, his love. They had years of pain and separation, years of built-up emotions.

				“Kat—” he started.

				“Jason!” Sheila called. “Your mother wants to talk to you.”

				Jason silently cursed the bad timing, needing to tell Kat how much he loved her.

				“They’re all excited and that’s because of you,” Kat said, and leaned in to kiss him. “Now is good, Jason. Now is what I want to live.” She got to her feet and pulled him up with her, motioning to the door.

				* * *

				TWO HOURS LATER, Jason parked Kat’s rental car in his garage and got out. He would have rounded the car to get Kat’s door, but she was out before he could make it. He met her at the hood of the car.

				“I should have gone to my place and picked up some clothes.”

				Jason kept his expression unchanged and said, “Why would you do that?”

				“Well I…I thought I was staying here.”

				He shook his head and wrapped her in his arms. “I’m packing a bag to stay with you, if you’ll have me.”

				“What? Why? We’re here.”

				“Because I’ve made you believe my world is more important than yours and it’s not.”

				“No,” she said, her fingers curling in his shirt. “I don’t think that.”

				“Well,” he said, “I’m just going to make sure you don’t feel that now and I know I can’t expect to prove that to you overnight. So I’m going to make a deal with you, or I hope I am, if you’ll agree.” He brushed the hair from her eyes. “I’ll stay with you until I leave for the auditions. We’ll live in the present. Then, Kat, when I’m back next month, when you know I’m really back, I’m going to ask you to marry me again.”

				Shock slid over her face. “Jason—”

				He kissed her, and her moment of resistance melted into a soft, sensual joining of tongues.

				“Don’t respond,” he said. “I’ll take the living in the ‘now’ if that’s what you want. But know this. I hope the ‘now’ is still going on in fifty years.”
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				WEEKS LATER, KAT stood inside a busy, oversized dressing room, where a group of twenty dancers, as well as makeup, hair and costume people, were preparing for a live television special inside the hotel’s Blue Moon nightclub, with Jason and a list of special superstar guests hosting. Kat knew the guest list, but few of the others did, for security reasons.

				Nicole Smith, a rising star who’d been an opening act for Marcus on Kat’s last tour, would be there. The idea was to promote the stage show and the new season of Stepping Up. The TV show would begin auditions in a week, and Jason would leave with it.

				Kat’s fingers tightened on the clipboard she held. She told herself to stop thinking about “the end” when it came to her and Jason. Over and over, she had to remind herself to enjoy what time they had together, not to regret living outside the present.

				“I need my female understudies now,” Kat shouted into the room. Three excited dancers rushed forward. Kat felt they’d earned their own special moment on stage, and choreographed a unique performance for them.

				Kat frowned as her fourth dancer failed to appear. “Where’s Marissa?”

				The room turned to a murmur with shouts for Marissa randomly being heard, but Marissa simply wasn’t present.

				“She’s been gone a good half an hour,” one of the hairdressers commented. “She got a phone call and left.”

				“Kat!”

				Kat turned at the sound of Ellie’s voice behind her. “We have a problem,” Ellie said, entering the room.

				“What problem?” Aside from Marissa being nowhere to be found, Kat thought grimly.

				“Marissa says she’s too sick to dance,” Ellie said, as if replying to Kat’s unspoken concerns.

				“I can fill in for her,” Tabitha said, stepping into the room, dressed in sweats and a tee. “Kate taught me the routine.”

				Why would Tabitha have one of the understudies teach her this routine? Warning bells went off in Kat’s head, and her gaze brushed Ellie’s. The look on the other choreographer’s face told her that Ellie heard those bells as well.

				“Where’s Marissa?” Kat asked Ellie, repeating her earlier question to someone who hopefully could give her an answer.

				“In the bathroom right off the stage,” Ellie said. “She says she can’t come out without throwing up.” She laughed without humor. “I asked her if she was pregnant.” She held up a hand. “Don’t worry. She said she isn’t.” Her gaze brushed the three dancers’ skimpy outfits. “And a good thing in those outfits. Yowza, they’re sexy.” She sighed and rubbed her stomach. “I better cut back on the chocolate or I’ll never be able to wear anything but a clown costume again.”

				Tabitha snorted. “That doesn’t stop a few dancers I know from indulging.”

				Kat’s gaze flicked to Tabitha, who’d just barely contained her nastiness to Marissa since their talk a month before. Kat had heard a few too loudly spoken remarks from Tabitha and her slender frame compared to Marissa’s more Kim Kardashian-type figure, not to know who she was talking about. “How did you know to be here, Tabitha? You were off tonight.”

				“Marissa called me and told me she needed me to fill in for her.”

				“Marissa called you,” Kat said flatly, her gaze boring into Tabitha’s. She didn’t believe her, not for a New York minute. She watched the young dancer, waiting for her to break under scrutiny, but quickly surmised that wasn’t going to happen. Tabitha was an ice witch, after fame at all costs. Kat was pretty sure Marissa was the one paying, or she would be, if Kat let it happen. Kat glanced at Ellie. “Jason wants the featured dancers on stage to meet Nicole before we go live.”

				“Should I get into costume?” Tabitha called from behind Kat.

				Kat turned at the door, grinding her teeth at that question because her gut said that Tabitha was up to no good. “Yes,” she said, pausing. “As a precautionary measure.”

				Kat headed out of the dressing room and double-timed it down the narrow hallway, pausing to the shout of her name at least four times in a short distance. Finally, Kat managed to make it to a small private bathroom just off the stage door, and she knocked on the wooden door.

				“Marissa?”

				“Yes,” she said immediately and Kat could hear the stuffy nose and gravely voice that could be from sickness, as easily as they could be a product of tears. “I’m here.”

				“Can you open the door?” Kat asked.

				“No. No. I’m sick and I don’t want to make you get sick. Opening night is coming.”

				Kat frowned. “Marissa, what’s going on? You weren’t sick an hour ago.”

				“I was,” she said. “I was hiding it. I tried so hard to hide it.”

				Kat didn’t believe her. She just didn’t. “If you’re sick then let’s get you to your room. Open up, Marissa. I can’t go deal with the show knowing you might pass out in there and be seriously ill.”

				“Kat, I’m fine. I am. Please go do the show.”

				“I can’t do that, Marissa,” Kat said, testing the theory bouncing around in her head. “I know Tabitha has something to do with this.”

				There was a telling silence before Marissa said, “I’m sick. I really am sick.”

				Oh, man, Kat thought. Marissa wasn’t sick. Kat had been right. Tabitha was up to no good. “Let me in and let’s talk.”

				“You have to go do the show.”

				“So do you,” Kat said. “This is your dream, Marissa.” Silence. “Open up, honey. We need to talk.” More silence and then the lock on the door popped. Marissa appeared in the doorway with mascara dripping down her pale cheeks, her eyes red, her hair a dark, rumpled mess of curls.

				Kat stepped into the bathroom and urged Marissa back inside. “Talk to me, Marissa.”

				Marissa hugged herself. “This just isn’t for me, Kat,” she said, bypassing the sick excuse.

				“Funny,” Kat said. “It sure looks like it’s for you when you’re dancing.”

				“I…” She hesitated, her lip quivering. “No. I…don’t think so.”

				“You do know that Tabitha wouldn’t waste her time taunting you if she wasn’t intimidated, right?”

				Marissa cut her gaze away.

				“Marissa,” Kat said softly. “Talk to me.”

				She looked at Kat. “I don’t like the nastiness,” she said. “It’s not who I am or what I’m made of.”

				“You’re talking about Tabitha,” Kat said, and it wasn’t a question.

				“It’s not just Tabitha,” Marissa said. “It’s a lot of people in this business.”

				“That’s true,” Kat said. “I’ve dealt with my share of egos, but I’ve met big stars who were humble, and who did good things for others with the rewards of their success, too. I focus on those people.”

				“I just want to dance, Kat,” she said. “I don’t want to play the popularity contest. I don’t want to be threatened and bullied.”

				“Wait. Who threatened you?”

				“It doesn’t matter.”

				“It does matter. Who threatened you?”

				“It wasn’t really a threat. Not directly.” She bent down and pulled something from a bag on the floor, a newspaper clipping, and held it out to Kat.

				Kat took it and read the headline, about a robbery ten years before, and glanced up at Tabitha. “What does this have to do with you?”

				“My father,” she said. “My mother had a heart condition and we didn’t have the money for her medical care. He tried to rob a bank. He’s out now and rebuilding his life. It would destroy him to have this all over the paper and it would be a scandal for the show.”

				Kat’s heart squeezed. “Your mother?”

				“Died six months after he went to prison.” Her voice cracked. “So you see why I can’t go on.”

				“No,” Kat said, knowing now why she liked Marissa, and even felt protective of her. Marissa was a sweet girl and a good person. “I see a reason for you to do this show and rise to the top. Tonight comes with a big paycheck and a whole lot of exposure.”

				“I know but—”

				“Did you call Tabitha to take your spot?”

				“Yes.”

				“Because she gave you this clipping, didn’t she?” Kat asked, holding up the paper.

				Marissa looked to the ground.

				“That means yes,” Kat said, furious now. “Are you willing to write a statement about what happened tonight?”

				Her eyes went wide. “No. Kat, no. If I do that she’ll call the tabloids and turn this into a nightmare.”

				“She’s not dancing tonight in your place,” Kat said, “so I suggest you get to hair and makeup and then meet me on stage in fifteen minutes. We’ll head to the club from there.”

				“I can’t do this, Kat.”

				“You can,” she said. “And by doing so you’ll make a better life for you and your father. There will always be a bully in everything you do. That’s life. Face this down and fight for your dream. No one else can do it for you.” Kat hugged her. “Fix your face so no one knows you were crying and head to the dressing room. I’ll see you on stage for some last-minute instructions before we head to the club.”

				Kat didn’t give her time to say no. She exited the bathroom, quickly heading out onto the stage. She was already walking toward the group standing in the center when she stopped dead in her tracks.

				“Marcus,” Kat croaked at the sight of the tall, dark and good-looking, incredibly famous pop singer—the ex she hadn’t told Jason about.

				“There’s my tigress,” Marcus said and then rolled his tongue. “Surprise, baby. Somebody had the flu so I’m filling in. I came to help give you a grand opening.”

				The old saying “you could hear a pin drop” had never been so true. The room had just learned what she’d failed to tell Jason and what Marcus clearly assumed everyone already knew—that she and Marcus had dated. Everyone but Marcus understood the implications of Jason and Marcus standing there side by side. Kat’s gaze went to Jason’s and she saw the hurt in his face.

				Someone called his name from below the stage. “Jason! We need you at the club. We have a problem.”

				“Kat,” Jason said, and there was no mistaking the tightness in his voice. “Marcus is going to perform for us tonight. He says you know the number and he only needs one dancer. You. I’ll leave you all to talk this out.” He turned away without another word.

				Kat’s gaze went to Marcus’s dark brown stare, the rest of the room fading away. “That, Marcus, would be my ex-husband I told you about.”

				His eyes went wide. “Jason is your ex? Oh damn, Kat. You never told me his name. I’m sorry.”

				“I know,” she said, already in motion to follow Jason. Marcus wasn’t the type of person to start trouble. In fact, he hated people who were. This was her fault for not telling Jason. It was past history, and it just hadn’t seemed important.

				Kat caught up to him. “Jason, wait. Please.”

				“Now is not a good time for this, Kat,” he said without looking at her.

				“I love you, Jason.”

				“Just not enough,” he said. “That’s the part I never seem to get.”

				She grabbed his arm forcing him to stop walking. “That’s not true.”

				He turned to her. “I get the math, Kat. You left Denver and went to him.”

				“No,” she said, shaking her head. “I hadn’t even met Marcus when we were in Denver.”

				“Jason,” Kevin, one of the production assistants, shouted running down the hall toward them. “Camera one blew. I’m trying to move in another one but I’m having trouble with the club manager.”

				Desperation expanded inside of Kat, tightening her throat. “I know now isn’t the time for this, but please tell me you’ll give me a chance to explain.”

				He stared at her a hard two seconds and turned away without an answer. A vise tightened on her chest. Kat couldn’t watch him leave. Taking action was the only way to fix this.

				She made a beeline to the bathroom and knocked. “Marissa, if you’re in there, open up now.”

				Marissa appeared almost instantly. “Come with me,” Kat said. “You’re going to dance with Marcus tonight and I need you to learn the routine.”

				“Marcus? As in the amazingly hot pop star Marcus?”

				“I wouldn’t say amazingly hot,” came Marcus’s voice from behind Kat and she would have laughed if not for the fact that she wanted to cry. Marcus wasn’t conceited. In fact, he was as perfect a guy as anyone could want, minus one important detail. He wasn’t Jason.
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				AFTER SENDING MARISSA to the costume department and getting Marcus to the right person to fit him with a microphone, Kat headed to the stage where Ellie, Tabitha and the three other featured dancers were still congregating.

				“Tabitha,” Kat said, already with a plan in mind. “You’re dancing for Marissa.” She glanced at Ellie. “Marissa will be dancing with Marcus, so I’m going to be working with them to get ready. Can you please make sure they have Marcus performing last?”

				“Done,” Ellie said, her eyes alight with interest at the announcement. “He’s already set up to be the final guest so we can tease the audience with a surprise coming at the end of the show. So, you’re not dancing with Marcus?”

				“No,” Kat confirmed. “I’m not dancing with Marcus.”

				“Why is Marissa dancing with Marcus?” Tabitha demanded, her hands on her hips. “I’m the one the audience already knows.”

				“Marcus is the one the audience already knows,” Kat corrected, hoping she was teaching Tabitha a lesson about how doing things wrong wasn’t going to get her to the top. “And why are you not in your costume yet?” Tabitha looked like she might argue, but decided against it and hightailed it off the stage.

				Ellie motioned to the remaining dancers. “You three, go get on your Egyptian robes and make sure the others are lined up at the exit door.” The robes fit into the theme of their first pop star’s performance. It was the beginning of a big show with a grand entry. So big and intensive to put together that Kat was thankful Jason had given everyone the next day off. She glanced at her watch. “We have ten minutes until we do the dramatic walk across the hotel to the club in the west wing.”

				The dancers scurried away, whispering with nerves and excitement about being in throne-like chairs carried by other dancers.

				“Try not to fall out of those chairs,” Ellie yelled after them. “I’m too pregnant to catch you.” They laughed and disappeared.

				Kat and Ellie stepped closer to one another. “You’re taking a risk with Marissa.” Ellie sounded concerned. “All eyes will be on Marcus’s performance. Are you sure she’s ready for this?”

				“All eyes will be on Marcus,” Kat repeated, “not Marissa. And Marcus won’t let her look bad. He’s a nice guy. He’ll take care of her.”

				“A nice guy, but not the right guy,” Ellie said, reading between the lines.

				“Exactly,” Kat agreed, and in a rare moment of spilling her personal baggage, she added, “It’s killing me that Jason thinks there’s something going on with me and Marcus.”

				“It sure seemed that way,” she pointed out grimly. “Marcus greeted you like his girlfriend. And let’s face it, Marcus is one of the few men that could make someone as confident and sexy as Jason feel insecure. It’s not a good combination.”

				“Thank you for the words of encouragement,” Kat said, feeling as if a knife had just torn through her chest. Jason was confident, and jealousy had never been a problem for them, but this wasn’t exactly a normal situation.

				Ellie squeezed Kat’s arm. “I’m just being honest. But honey, dancing with Marcus would have been the kiss of death with Jason if I’m reading him right. You’re doing what you have to and not only does it show you love him, you sure as heck have my respect for this. Not many people would pass up the spotlight for a relationship.”

				She didn’t want the spotlight. She never had. She wanted Jason. “I just hope it matters to Jason.”

				“It will,” Ellie said with a firm nod. “I’m sure it will. How can it not?” The door to the stage burst open and dancers filed in. A rush of activity took over the room. Ellie’s eyes lit up. “Here we go. The beginning of something grand, I hope.”

				Fifteen minutes later, the dancers were gone, and only Kat, Marcus and Marissa were left on the stage. Forty-five minutes after that, Kat was feeling pretty darn good about Marissa’s performance and she knew Marcus well enough to know he approved as well.

				“You learn fast,” Marcus complimented Marissa. “Consider yourself invited to join my next tour.” Marcus winked at Kat. “That is, if I can steal you away from your boss here.”

				Marissa didn’t jump up and down, and didn’t scream with the excitement others would have. She paled instantly, as if she had just received bad news. “I hope you still feel that way after the show.”

				Marcus arched a brow in Kat’s direction, seemingly surprised at the nervous gulp. She gave him a quick nod, her look meant to tell him that she thought a lot of Marissa. He returned the nod, and his gaze settled back on Marissa, his expression softening. Kat knew how Marcus struggled with the insincerity of the people around him, and how everyone wanted a piece of him. And she knew right then that he saw what she did in Marissa.

				“I need to check on the rest of show,” Kat said, wondering if Marissa might be just the woman Marcus needed. “You two keep working.”

				Kat exited the stage area and smiled at the romantic door she’d just opened, if not for the door Jason had shut on her tonight. She regretted not telling him about Marcus, but the truth was that it hadn’t seemed important. Marcus had been more a friend than a lover. They’d both been riding the bumpy path of heartache, trying to fill a hole in their lives. She’d simply been a little more ready to admit it than he had been that their relationship hadn’t filled the hole.

				Jason’s words replayed in her mind. Not enough, he’d said about her loving him. She’d said those exact words to herself about him before she’d left Denver for Marcus’s tour. She knew what they meant, and she knew they came with great pain. Her stomach knotted with fear that he might have sealed the door shut forever.

				Kat had just reached the cluster of empty dressing rooms when the door from the main hotel was shoved open. Tabitha hobbled inside with Joe, one of the production assistants, holding her up, one knee bent to keep her foot off the ground.

				“What happened?” Kat asked, rushing toward them.

				Tabitha sobbed, but there were no tears, which struck Kat as odd. “I fell off the podium.”

				“There’s a doctor on the way,” Joe said as the three of them made their way into the closest dressing room.

				Tabitha sat down in a chair and buried her face in her hands. “I can’t believe this is happening.”

				“Ellie said she has to have her replaced and quickly,” Joe said. “The empty podium is obvious to the cameras.”

				Right, of course it was, and when Marcus performed, the four dancers would do a lead-in routine and then freeze frame, like mannequins. That would leave the podium obviously open if Marissa tried to do both dances.

				Kat studied Tabitha, pretty darn certain that Tabitha was up to no good. “You’re sure your ankle is too bad to dance on?”

				Tabitha let her hands drop to her lap for a moment and her eyes met Kat’s. “Positive.” Kat saw an instant of hatred in the other woman’s expression that was quickly replaced by a sob and crinkled-up expression. 
“Yessssss.” A whimper followed and she buried her face in her hands again.

				Kat ground her teeth and stood up. She had no doubt Tabitha intended for Marissa to miss her moment in the spotlight with Marcus, and she was done trying. She’d have to proceed cautiously so Tabitha couldn’t say she was being fired for getting hurt on the job, but nevertheless, Tabitha had just sealed her exit from the show. No one here had time for these kinds of manipulative games. Kat pushed to her feet, her mind racing with options, searching for an answer that didn’t leave her dancing with Marcus again.

				* * *

				“HI, BOSS.”

				Jason heard Kat’s voice in his earpiece through the mic system he used with his crew. Nearby, music blasted through the speakers as a pop singer named Stacey P performed. He stood by the stage, and despite the rowdy crowd that was more sardines in a can than an audience, he knew without looking the instant she was beside him. He could feel her there, as he always could feel her.

				He cut her a sideways look, taking in the skimpy outfit she wore that matched that of the other three featured dancers, cursing the tightening of his body at the sight. He wasn’t surprised at how hot she looked, but he was surprised she’d chosen an outfit to match the other dancers, rather than something special for Marcus’s performance.

				That thought had him grinding his teeth, and about breaking his jaw from the force. It was eating him alive to think about Kat rehearsing with Marcus, about her performing with Marcus, about her kissing him.

				“I need Tabitha or Marissa on that podium at commercial,” he said into his mic.

				“You got me instead,” she said, “and I’m on my way. I’ll be where you need me to be.”

				“How are you going to cover your spot on the podium and be where Marcus needs you?”

				“Marissa is dancing with Marcus,” she said. “Not me, Jason.” She cut around him, her hand discreetly brushing his back, until she was on the opposite side of him, and staring up at him to repeat. “Not me.” Their eyes held a moment, and more than music thrummed through his body. Every emotion he’d ever felt for Kat was there, too, twisting him into knots.

				“Thirty seconds to commercial,” one of his people said into their ears.

				Kat turned away immediately, darting through the crowd, and when the song ended, he wasn’t watching the famous singer on stage. He was watching Kat, who had taken the podium in a skimpy outfit that was getting plenty of male attention. But not Marcus’s.

				She wasn’t dancing with him now. It should have made Jason feel better. So why did he still feel as if he’d lost something valuable?

				Jason didn’t have time to analyze it. He had to be on stage himself, acting as if nothing bothered him. He didn’t like the on-camera work, and he wasn’t a host. This judging stuff had spun out of control, as had this night. But he’d agreed to all of this for a reason. To make this show work, and to create an opportunity where he and Kat could stay in one place together.

				Jason headed to the stage, greeting the singer, and exchanging some banter with her for the audience and the cameras. And when he and Stacey P, a pretty blond singer most men would kill to be with, stepped off the stage to allow Marcus to claim it, she stayed by his side.

				“So, Jason,” she said, leaning in close, her hand settling on his arm. “I’m in town through tomorrow if you want to get together later tonight.”

				Jason knew just about every man watching this show would say yes to the offer, but he’d been there, done that, and didn’t give a damn about the shirt. Nothing, and no one, replaced Kat. Jason politely declined and fortunately had directorial duties to attend that made escape easy. From Stacey that was. There was no escaping Kat, and after what he’d learned tonight, that was about as hard to swallow as it got. One way or the other, tonight, this was it for his relationship with Kat. He was in or he was out for good.

				* * *

				KAT HAD STOOD on the podium, after striking her mannequin-like pose, while Marcus and Marissa performed brilliantly. She felt like a proud mama watching Marissa coming out of her shell, showing her talent to the world.

				When the number ended, Jason stepped onto the stage with Marcus and Kat felt her hopes fall and land hard. She knew how awkward this moment was for Jason, and she feared what Marcus, even with good intentions, might say.

				But the moment came and went quickly. Jason said goodnight to television land and shook Marcus’s hand. The crowd shouted and chanted for Marcus to sing another song and he agreed.

				“Cut,” Jason said into the microphone feed. “We are off air. Dancers, hold your positions for Marcus’s final number. Kat, Marissa is headed up there to replace you.”

				It wasn’t long before Kat was giving Marissa a quick hug and stepping to the top level of the club, only to find Jason standing there waiting for her. He took her hand and pulled her down a hallway, around a corner and against a wall. His hand rested by her head.

				“Do you have any idea how I’m feeling right now?”

				Kat wanted to wrap her arms around him and tell him how sorry she was, but she knew Jason. She knew he needed words, he needed understanding. “He is a friend.”

				“Don’t patronize me, Kat. I saw how he looked at you, and more so, I saw your face when you saw him.”

				“You saw dread,” she said, her heart beating so fast it was making it hard to talk. “Not happiness.”

				“And why exactly would you feel dread if a friend was here to help, Kat? You went from my bed to his.”

				“It wasn’t like that,” Kat said. “I told you. I barely knew Marcus before I started the tour. And yes, I dated him. I was trying to get over you, Jason.”

				“I wasn’t trying to get over you, Kat,” he said. “I was trying to reach you. I was trying to get you back in my life.”

				“I dated him, Jason. It meant nothing. Come on. You dated that one Hollywood actress for months and there was talk of marriage. How do you think that made me feel?”

				“I never once talked marriage with her,” he said. “I never even thought about it. I didn’t marry her. I married you.”

				“And I didn’t marry Marcus,” she said, knowing the statement had been a mistake before it even left her lips.

				“He asked you to marry him?”

				She’d never lied to Jason, never wanted to, until this moment, but she wouldn’t. She couldn’t. “I didn’t marry him, Jason. I married you.”

				“Did he ask you to marry him?”

				“Yes, but—”

				He cursed and shoved off the wall, giving her his back.

				“Jason, he wasn’t you—”

				He whirled around and leaned in close again, his hand back on the wall. “Let me guess. You convinced him to keep it all about sex.”

				“No—”

				“We’re done, Kat. I’m done. You’ve had a decade of my life in some way, shape or form. That’s enough.”

				He left her standing there, gone before she could say a word, and it was all she could do to not chase him. Making a scene wouldn’t help anything. Worse though, she didn’t think anything would help. He’d never before said he was done with her.

				Truthfully, they’d never had a fight like this. A spat, a disagreement, a little thing, yes. But nothing like this and that alone said everything.

				He meant what he’d said. He was done.
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				MARCUS’S NEW SONG broke through the haze of Kat’s shock and she came back to the present. Jason’s words had devastated her. How long had she been paralyzed against the wall? She didn’t know. She just knew it hurt, she hurt. Her heart raced wildly and she drew a deep breath and let it out slowly, forcing herself to calm down.

				“Pull yourself together,” she whispered. She had to be professional, and deal with the cast and crew. She was supposed to relieve Ellie fully so she could rest. Ellie, who was pushing herself too hard. Ellie. Right. She marched back into the main bar, and wove through the crowd. She focused on her purpose, on taking care of Ellie.

				“Ellie,” Kat said, tapping the button that would allow the crew to hear her through the microphone. “Can you meet me in the dressing rooms?”

				“On my way,” Ellie said immediately.

				A few minutes later Kat and Ellie were in a private dressing room, while Kat changed back into her clothes.

				Ellie rubbed her increasingly large stomach. “So how are things with you and Jason?” she asked before grimacing. “Oh, wow. Not feeling so good. I need to sit.”

				Kat pulled her T-shirt over her head and grabbed a chair for Ellie. “Are you okay?”

				Ellie sunk into the seat the instant it was behind her. “I’ve been feeling sick all day. I think it was the pressure of the show. Tonight’s ratings will be looked at hard by the studio, and not just as a feeler for how the stage show will be received. They’ll see tonight as a preview of interest for the third season of Stepping Up. Jason should have gotten a call about the ratings by now. I really—” She stiffened and made a funny face.

				“Ellie, honey, what are you feeling? Was that pain?”

				“It’s nothing,” she said dismissively. “The doctor said it’s from ligaments stretching. It’s normal.”

				“All the same, let’s get you up to your room so you can lie down.”

				“Really, I’m fine,” Ellie insisted. “I want to find out about tonight’s ratings before I go upstairs.”

				“We’ll call Jason from your room,” Kat suggested. “Will that work?”

				“You don’t need to walk with me,” Ellie said. “You stay and close things down here.”

				“I’m coming with you,” Kat said, not pleased with how pale Ellie looked. She was worried. “And you don’t know me well enough yet to understand this, so let me save us both some time. I’m stubborn as a mule and proud of it. You’re going upstairs to rest.”

				Ellie laughed and then grimaced again. “Maybe I do need to rest.” She stood up and swayed. Kat grabbed her arm and Ellie laughed without humor. “When was the last time I ate?”

				“Too long ago if you have to ask,” Kat chided. “Room service it is.”

				“Room service for sure,” Ellie agreed, as she and Kat stepped into the hallway and directly into the path of Jason, his assistant director Ronnie, and several of his crew members.

				Kat’s eyes met his and awareness rushed over her, along with a huge dose of emotion. She cut her gaze away before she could see the rejection, the anger, and maybe something worse, that might be in Jason’s expression. She’d have to manage this quickly to be professional on the job, but not tonight, not when this change between them had just happened. The hurt was too raw.

				“Oh, good,” Ellie said at the sight of Jason. “Talk to us, Jason. What’s the ratings news?”

				“Fifteen million viewers,” he said. “A couple million over expectations.”

				It was an announcement Kat would normally have celebrated with Jason, but instead, she turned to Ellie. “See? Now can you rest?”

				Ellie let out a breath. “Now I can rest.”

				Kat flicked a fleeting look in Jason’s direction. “She’s feeling sick. I’m taking her to her room and feeding her.”

				“We can finish up here,” Jason said. “Ellie, you should slow down. Consider taking off the entire weekend like I told you to.”

				“I’m fine,” Ellie insisted. “I just need food and bed.”

				One of the cameramen shouted Jason’s name from behind them, and Jason turned to address the man. Kat took that opportunity to hustle Ellie toward the stage. “Let’s exit through the theater to avoid running into anyone who might convince you something is going on you need to be involved with.”

				She laughed. “I guess you know me pretty darn well.”

				It wasn’t until they were alone in the elevator that Ellie studied Kat. “What happened?”

				Kat didn’t pretend she didn’t know what she was talking about. “We fought.”

				“Everyone fights, Kat.”

				She shook her head. “Not us, not like this.”

				“You want to talk about it?”

				“I can’t,” Kat said. “Not without really losing it and I don’t cry often, but when I do, I do it right. I’ll be swollen up like a blowfish and I’ll never get out of here without everyone knowing.”

				“You can stay with me tonight,” she said. “Or you can have your own room a few doors down.”

				“Thank you, Ellie, but I need to be home tonight more than ever.” Home was a place she hadn’t felt she’d had in a long time, a place where she could retreat and deal with this.

				The elevator dinged open. “I understand,” Ellie said.

				It didn’t take long for Kat to get Ellie settled onto her bed and order room service. Ellie still felt dizzy and Kat offered the kitchen staff a big tip if they rushed the food. By the time she hung up, Ellie’s husband David called and Kat felt awkward listening to them talk.

				“I have to chat with Kat,” Ellie told him.

				Kat shook her head. “No. No, it’s—”

				“I’m off tomorrow. I’ll sleep all day. I’m fine. I’ll call you when I’m done eating.”

				Kat sunk down onto the mattress with Ellie and did something she never did. She interfered in Ellie’s personal life. “What if Stepping Up decided to film in Vegas every season?”

				“I’m sure you and Jason would be happy.”

				“I’m not talking about me and Jason,” Kat said. “I’m talking about you.”

				Her expression sobered. “We’ve talked about it,” she said. “It’s only a few months every year.”

				“And the audition travel.”

				“The baby can go with me,” she said, “and by the time she’s in school, it won’t be likely that this show will still be around. We’ll make it work. We both know this job is our chance to retire young and just be with our kids and each other.”

				“That’s what Jason and I said every time a big job came up that separated us. And before you say, you’re close, you won’t fall apart like the rest of us, we did, too. Look. Ellie. I regret our choices. I regret saying there might not be another opportunity. What there might not be is another shot at each other. Just…think about it. Be cautious. None of this matters without the person you love with you to share it.”

				A knock sounded at the door. Kat quickly paid for the food and sat down with Ellie to eat. Kat rolled the tray to the bed so Ellie could stay and rest.

				Ellie sat up and uncovered her sandwich, staring down at it as Kat pulled the desk chair opposite the cart. “It’s all very confusing,” Ellie finally said, her eyes lifting to Kat’s. “I hate being pregnant without him here and I make plenty of money for him to quit. But how can I ask him to give up his career for me?”

				What could Kat say? She knew this dilemma like she knew her own name. Far too well. “Find a solution,” she said, and poured ketchup on her plate. She was starving, which surprised her considering how knotted up she was over Jason.

				They ate in silence for a short while before Ellie asked, “What would you do?”

				The answer was immediate for Kat. “I don’t know. I just know what I did do before didn’t work.”

				“That doesn’t help me.”

				“I know,” Kat said. “But it’s the only answer I have.”

				“I need more than that,” she said. “Because when I see how you and Jason look at each other, I know how much you love each other. Yet, still this business tore you apart.”

				“Not this business,” Kat said. “We did. We made our choices and we have no one to blame but ourselves.”

				* * *

				IT WAS NEARLY two in the morning when Kat left Ellie’s room, having spent a solid hour with her. Ellie wasn’t in pain and Kat had left her in her bed and talking to her husband. Kat, however, wasn’t feeling better. Not at all. Talking about her fears of losing her relationship only drove home where she and Jason were, which was in no place good.

				Kat tracked a path past the club. Everything was back to normal and Marcus was no longer around. She’d thanked him for his help tonight when they’d been rehearsing with Marissa, but she owed him another one. She didn’t want to hurt Marcus. He was, and she hoped he always would be, a friend.

				She was almost back at the theater to check on things and grab her purse before she left, when she heard Marcus call her name. She turned to find him hurrying toward her and met him at the entry to the dressing rooms.

				“I have to head out early tomorrow,” he said. “I’ve got an interview.”

				She felt his departure like sandpaper roughing up an already raw wound, and she didn’t know why. Her eyes prickled and she fought back tears.

				“Hey,” he said softly, lifting her chin to see her face. “What’s wrong, baby?”

				“I’m…okay.”

				“No,” he said. “You’re not. I really screwed this up for you, didn’t I?”

				“I did,” she said, pressing two fingers to her forehead. “I didn’t tell him about you and…it’s a mess but you aren’t to blame.”

				“You’re shaking, Kat,” he said, drawing her hand into his. “I’ve never seen you like this. I messed this up. I’ll talk to him.”

				“No,” Kat said, pressing her hand to his chest to still him. “Please. No. He will not respond well to that.”

				“Kat, I caused this,” he said. “I’ll fix it.”

				“You didn’t cause this, Marcus. I did.”

				“Kat—”

				“Please, Marcus. I’m fine. And you are a wonderful friend I don’t intend to lose. You came here tonight because of that friendship and—”

				“I came here tonight because I still love you,” he said. “But I’m no fool. I see exactly what you told me now. You love Jason. And I care enough for you to want you to be happy.”

				“You don’t love me, Marcus. You’ll see that when you really fall in love.”

				“You keep saying that.”

				“Deep down you know it, too. You love me but you are not in love with me.”

				“Is there a difference?”

				“Yes,” Kat said. “And I love you enough to hope that you find that out very soon. You deserve it.”

				He kissed her hand. “You’re sure I can’t—”

				“Positive,” she said. “I’m good. You just take care of you, okay?”

				“I’m going to get something to eat. You want to come with me?”

				She shook her head. “I need to go home.”

				“I’ll call you,” he said and kissed her forehead.

				“You better,” she insisted as he walked away. She was about to head into the dressing rooms when she spotted Marissa waiting nearby. Marcus stopped by her side and she smiled as she caught a glimpse of his expression. Maybe, just maybe, Marcus was on his way to falling in love sooner than later.

				That smile faded as she walked through the dark hallway and felt the emptiness. Everyone was gone. Jason was gone.

				She made the walk to the parking area and the shaking started again. Or maybe it had never ended. She pulled out of the garage and rain pounded her window. She ignored a fleeting thought that it was dangerous to drive this tired, and this upset, in this bad of a storm. She turned up her wipers to see through the fury of the storm, determined to get home before she fell apart.

				* * *

				JASON NEEDED TO ride, needed the wind and feel of the motorcycle humming beneath him, the escape it gave him. He pulled out into the storm, refusing to stay at the casino for the night. He had a helmet and he had proper riding gear to survive fairly damage free, at least from the rain. He’d seen Kat with her hand pressed to Marcus’s chest and it had done a good job of shredding him to the core.

				That Kat had walked to her car alone and departed only seconds before him should have eased some of his ache, but somehow it only made it worse. No, what made it worse was how much he wanted to ignore what Denver told him, what her actions said loud and clear. That she didn’t want what he did or it would have happened long before now. He and Marcus were two of a kind, fools for the same woman.

				He pulled onto the highway, the rain blinding him, but he didn’t stop. He pressed onward, following Kat’s taillights, his mind following the path of their relationship over the past few weeks. He wanted to see Kat not dancing with Marcus as a sign of her love, but he knew Kat. She wouldn’t do anything to intentionally hurt anyone. She’d skip the dance to keep from hurting him. And it would have hurt.

				Thunder roared and lightning blasted through the darkness, followed by a loud pop. Holy crap, Kat’s tire had just blown. His heart stopped beating as he watched her struggle for control and skid toward the ditch. Jason came to a halt, ripping off his helmet and leaving his bike at the side of the road. He could barely breathe with the fear of Kat being injured as he took off running.
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				THE CAR SLID down a slope and stopped halfway into a ditch. Kat sat there, frozen in place, afraid it wasn’t really over. She didn’t breathe, didn’t blink. Suddenly, she was years in the past, back in the day that she and Jason had decided to divorce.

				“Of course you have to take the job,” Kat said, her chest tight with emotion, her voice strained as she tried to hide her disappointment that he wasn’t joining her on her movie set at the end of the week as planned. “It’s a huge opportunity. You’ll be directing one of the biggest stars in Hollywood.”

				“It’s filming in Paris, KandyKat,” he said. “We’ve wanted to go there. I’ll arrange to have you flown out. Just tell me the exact day and I’ll arrange everything.”

				“No,” she said. “No. I can’t. I have the Ms. America Pageant to choreograph in a week. You know that. I took it because you were going to be free by then and we could be together. By the time I’d get there I’d have to leave.”

				“Kat—”

				“It’s just how it is, Jason. It’s how it always is. I think… I think it’s time we face reality.”

				“What are you talking about?”

				“We just can’t make marriage and our careers work.”

				“That’s crazy,” he said. “Yes, we can. I won’t take the job. I’m coming there.”

				“I’m leaving early,” she said. “The movie I’ve been working on wrapped.”

				“Kat—”

				“It’s time, Jason,” she said. “We’ve battled this for years and spent more time apart than together. I just can’t stand the idea that I hold you back.”

				“You don’t hold me back. Stop this. Please. I love you. None of this matters without you. We planned this out. We’ll take the hits now and retire early. We’ll travel, then have kids.”

				“I love you, too,” she whispered. “Too much to hold on to you like this no matter how much I want to.”

				“I’m holding on,” he said. “I’ll hold on tight enough for us both if I have to.”

				The car door jerked open.

				“Kat!” Jason shouted, bending down beside her. “Kat, are you okay?”

				“Yes.” Kat could barely pry her vise-like grip from the steering wheel. “Yes, I’m okay. Just shaken up.”

				She turned toward him, letting her legs slide over the seat. Jason pulled her to her feet and into the rain before wrapping his powerful arms around her.

				He brushed her hair from her face, inspecting her carefully. “You’re sure? You don’t hurt anywhere?”

				She stared up at him, not caring about the storm, the car, or the deserted highway. “Yes,” she said. “My heart,” she said. “My heart hurts because you—”

				The next thing she knew, Jason’s mouth came down on hers. She moaned and clung to him, the taste of him pouring through her, the rain pouring over her. There was a desperateness to the kiss she recognized as hers, as his, a hunger for each other that washed over Kat, filled her and gave her hope. No two people who felt this passionately for each other belonged apart. They had to make it work, they could make it work.

				He tore his mouth from hers. “Let’s get out of here,” he said, taking her hand to help her up the slope to the highway, and she was far from complaining. She wanted to be alone with him, to talk to him, to be in his arms.

				They ran to the motorcycle, where he wrapped his jacket around her. When he started to put his helmet on her as well she stopped him. “Wait,” she said. “To your house. I want to go to your house.” The idea of being somewhere he could walk away again was too much right now. She couldn’t deal with that tonight.

				He stared at her, unaffected by what seemed like gallons of water pouring over him before he raised the helmet again. She let him put it on her this time, wishing he would have replied, wishing she could say more, but the blasted rain stifled the conversation.

				Kat watched him climb onto the Harley, and then took her spot behind him. Her spot. The place she’d ridden many times before. She leaned into him and wrapped her arms around him, the warmth of his body seeping through his now wet shirt, and right through to her soul. She held on, not for safety, but on to him, to the years that had led them here, to the past few weeks that had brought them back together. She’d known when they’d begun this project together that this was it, a new beginning or the end of their path together. And those years, those weeks, had come down to now. Whatever happened tonight really was it. But he was here with her, and he’d kissed her.

				She clung to those things, telling her they meant something, right up until the second when she realized that Jason wasn’t taking her to his house. He was taking her to her own home, where he would leave her and go to his. He’d meant his words back in that bar, when he’d told her he was done. She knew him and he’d never said anything like that to her.

				When the bike stopped in her driveway, Jason shouted over his shoulder, “Garage door opener?”

				No, she realized, with yet another kick in the teeth when she’d had too many already tonight. In the midst of the mess created by her raging emotions, she’d left her purse in the car. That meant her keys and her phone were also on the side of the road.

				Kat pushed off of the bike and shoved Jason’s jacket at him, then tugged off the helmet. “Thanks for the ride,” she shouted over the engine and another loud roll of thunder from directly above them. “I’m fine from here.” She took off running.

				The backyard was Kat’s target destination, and she prayed she’d left the sliding glass door open. But she didn’t leave things unlocked any more than she normally left them in places they didn’t belong, like the side of the road, so the chances of getting inside were slim.

				“Kat!” Jason shouted, but she didn’t turn. She pulled open the gate and would have closed it behind her but it hung on mud and grass. She struggled with it, and seeing Jason running in her direction, she abandoned the door.

				She was up the concrete stairs and under the covered patio that spanned most of the back of the house, when Jason shackled her hand. “Kat, damn it,” he growled. “What are you doing?”

				She whirled on him, pulling out of his loose hold. He’d left his jacket and his T-shirt was soaked, outlining his perfect torso. “I’ll call the rental place. They’ll take care of this from here.”

				Water ran over his face. “Let’s go inside and talk.”

				“No,” she said, hugging herself. “We have nothing to talk about.”

				“We have years of things to talk about.”

				“You said you were done,” she said. “And I get that, Jason. I know you and I know you meant it. And I know why you brought me here. So you could leave when you were ready. Well, leave then. You’re really good at leaving.”

				He stepped back as if she’d hit him and Kat couldn’t believe she’d said those words. She’d never, ever thrown his past choices in his face, but she’d felt those choices with a whole heck of a lot of pain.

				“I never wanted to leave you,” he reminded her, “and I know you have to know that.”

				“But yet you excel at it,” she said, unable to hold back. “I didn’t leave you for Marcus, Jason. You left me in yet another hotel room, alone.”

				“I had no choice,” he said. “The auditions were the next day. I was contracted. We talked about this before I left.”

				“We did, and like always, I knew you had to go. Denver was just a repeat of history, a look into the same future. You feel good when I’m with you but you feel really bad when I’m not. And when I sat there in that hotel room, I swore it was the last time.”

				“You had a tour you didn’t even tell me about,” he argued.

				“I would have,” she countered. “But you told me you were leaving long before I had the chance.”

				“And I foolishly didn’t ask,” he supplied.

				“You didn’t ask,” she agreed. “That night, I swore you would never leave me in a damnable hotel room alone again. I swore that I was done. And still you haunted me, Jason. Still, I couldn’t forget you. Marcus’s one of the good guys fame hasn’t corrupted. He was good to me, but he wasn’t you, and I couldn’t make him you no matter how I tried. But Jason, I did try. For the first time since we divorced, I really did try. And still, I failed. I couldn’t get past you, and I wanted to.”

				Long seconds ticked by, the silence filled with nothing but a steady, slow tapping of rain on the ground.

				“Let’s go inside, Kat,” he finally said, his voice softer now, his eyes as dark and turbulent as the weather.

				“I don’t have my keys,” she admitted. “I left them in my purse in the car.”

				“Damn. I should have thought about your purse. I’ll go get it, and then we have to talk, Kat. Really talk about all of this, not talk around it.” He turned to leave.

				Kat grabbed his arm. “No. I don’t want you to help me. If you’re done, you’re done. Be done and go home.”

				Before she knew his intent, he pulled her close and she wanted to push him away. Again, she failed. She couldn’t push Jason away. She just didn’t have it in her.

				“I’m never done with you, Kat,” his voice raspy with evident emotion. “Even when you hurt me like you did tonight with Marcus, I can’t say it’s over and mean it.”

				“I didn’t know he was coming.”

				“And you didn’t tell me about him, either.”

				“Because he changed nothing between us,” she said. “Or so I thought.”

				He studied her intensely, then said, “Let me go get your purse and—”

				“I can’t stand here and wait for you to get back,” she said. “I’ll go crazy. I’ll end up breaking the window to get off this porch.”

				“Then come with me.”

				She shook her head and backed away from him. “No. Then you’ll take me to your place to prove something when it’s too late. You brought me here. This is where you wanted me and where I belong. I don’t have my phone either. Just please call me a cab and I’ll take care of this.”

				“I can be there and back before the cab ever gets here,” he said. “And I brought you here because I swore to you, and myself, that I wouldn’t force you into my world.”

				“You never forced me into your world, Jason. You forced me out.”

				“I’m the one who pursued you, Kat,” he said. “I tried to hold on to you. I tried to get you back.” He ran his hand over his wet hair. “Look. There’s plenty more I’d say right now, but your purse is important. I’m going to get it and I’ll be back.” He turned away again.

				“Marcus didn’t know who you were or he wouldn’t have come.”

				He kept his back to her, his spine just a little stiffer. “So you never even told him about me either.”

				“I never told him your name. Our relationship was, and is, ours alone. I simply told him I had an ex-husband I was still in love with.”

				He was perfectly still, the sound of the rain pattering on the roof filling the silence, before he finally said, “Wait for me.” And then he was gone. How many times had she said those words in her head? And then he was gone.

				* * *

				THE EX-HUSBAND I was still in love with. Kat’s words replayed in Jason’s mind as he rode through the rain, keeping his Harley on slow and easy. There was nothing slow and easy about his thoughts, that was for sure.

				He loved Kat. He wanted Kat. He needed her. But she was tearing him apart. In his heart, he yearned to believe that Marcus meant nothing, to her or about them. Leave. You’re good at it. Those had been her words, in various rephrased ways tonight. Marcus wasn’t the problem. The past was the problem.

				Jason pulled to a halt behind Kat’s car when a police vehicle pulled up behind him. He headed toward the officer who was wearing a yellow rain jacket and met him halfway.

				“Not a good night to be out,” the officer shouted. “Anyone hurt here?”

				“We’re fine,” he said. “My wife had a blowout, and we forgot her purse inside the vehicle.” Wife. He’d said wife, just like Kat’s father had in the casino. How easily that had come out of his mouth, too.

				“You call for roadside assistance, I assume?” the cop asked.

				“Not yet,” he said. “The rain was pounding on us too hard. It’s a rental.”

				“I’ll call for you,” the officer said. “Who’s the agency?”

				Jason told him, having seen the bumper sticker on Kat’s car. “I’ll stay here and make sure you get off all right,” the officer offered.

				Jason gave him a salute and took off down the muddy incline. He slid inside the vehicle, the water pouring off him.

				“Glad it’s a rental and not the BMW you’ve always wanted,” he murmured. His hands tightened on the steering wheel with the thought. They were supposed to car shop tomorrow and he’d been looking forward to it. He wanted to buy that car with her, he wanted to be there for her, share her excitement at finally getting “the” car she’d always pined for.

				He grabbed her purse and had a terrifying flash of the rental sliding off the road. Too easily, things could have ended up differently. She could have flipped. She could have died. He pounded the steering wheel. Life was too short for them to screw around like this, pussy-footing around issues. He could have lost her tonight forever. He grabbed her purse, shoved it under his jacket and ran up the hill. He and Kat were going to do something they should have done a long time ago. They were going to really clear the air, they were going to fight and yell, and get everything out in the open. And then, if he was lucky, they’d make love and they’d stay in love. He refused to consider any other option.
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				JASON PULLED INTO Kat’s driveway, putting the garage door opener he’d fished from Kat’s purse, along with her keys, to good use. Finally, he was out of the downpour and off his bike and he had plenty he wanted to talk to Kat about. He shrugged out of his jacket and left his bag behind, making a beeline inside the house and to the sliding glass door off the kitchen. The instant he was outside, Kat rounded the wall to face him, her hair beginning to dry and forming wispy strands around her face.

				“Jason—” she started, sounding surprised.

				He didn’t give her a chance to finish. He closed his arms around her and slanted his mouth over hers, the sweet taste of her like an addictive drug filling his senses. When he was certain he’d kissed her thoroughly, he said, “I love you, Kat. I want to marry you again. I want you to be my wife. Just remember that before, and when, we’re fighting.”

				“I love you, too,” she said breathlessly and leaned back. “Wait. What? Fighting?”

				Jason led her inside and shut the door, then put the table between them. When he was touching her, he couldn’t think. He just wanted to forget everything, to touch her and to love her.

				“It’s time we have it out, Kat. We need to say everything we have ever thought and see if we can survive it.”

				She sucked in a breath, and looked terrified at the idea. “I can’t,” she said, shaking her head. “If you say anything that hurts I…I can’t take anymore, Jason.”

				“What hurts is goodbye, Kat,” he argued. “I took jobs because you encouraged me to take them.”

				“What kind of selfish person would I have been to do anything but encourage you?”

				“But yet you blame me for taking the jobs?”

				“No,” she said. “I don’t blame you.”

				“But?”

				“No but.”

				“Kat, damn it—”

				“Don’t curse at me, Jason.”

				“If that’s what it takes to get you to be honest with me—”

				“I knew your career was the most important thing to you.”

				“You were the most important thing to me.”

				She made a frustrated sound and took off toward the other room. Jason caught up with her quickly. “We talked about this, Kat. Build up our careers and retire young, raise a family, travel. Whatever we wanted to do.”

				“That’s what Ellie and her husband are doing,” she said. “And he’s missing her pregnancy.”

				“We aren’t them, Kat.”

				“No. They’re still together.”

				A knot formed in his chest. “I’d turn back time if I could. I’d do it right because I clearly didn’t do it right the first time. But I will this time if you give me the chance.”

				“Tonight, you said you were done with me. I let you back in and in a snap of your fingers, you broke me like a twig.”

				“I found out about you and Marcus in front of a group of people who knew we were in a relationship,” he said. “Not only did it feel like a ten-ton boulder had been dropped on my chest, I had to pretend that boulder didn’t exist. For the first time in my life, Kat, I wanted to walk out of the show and just say I’m done with everything. You have no idea how hard it was for me to get on national television and act like I was okay. Because I wasn’t. I wasn’t okay.” Suddenly, he needed space. He left the kitchen, walking down a small flight of stairs that led to her living room.

				“Jason,” she said, catching his arm as he reached the landing. “I’m so very sorry that happened. I’d never, ever, put you in a position like that. I’d never intentionally hurt you, either.”

				“I know,” he said. “But I don’t think you know how important you are to me, or how important you always have been to me. We can’t fix this, can we, Kat?”

				“Don’t say that,” she whispered. “Don’t say we can’t fix things.” She held his hands. “I want to and that’s one of the reasons you saying you were done hurt so much. I’m really trying. I really want this time to work.”

				Jason picked her up and Kat laughed. “You’re always picking me up. I don’t remember you doing that in the past.”

				He sat down on her couch, with her back against the arm of the sofa, and her legs draped over his.

				“I just realized that I am soaking wet and now your floor and your couch are, too.”

				“I don’t care,” she said. “You’re here. That’s all that matters.” She leaned forward and pressed her lips to his, before whispering, “On second thought, I think you should take those wet clothes off.”

				He cupped the back of her head and kissed her, a quick, passionate kiss. “Do you know why I keep picking you up?”

				“Why?”

				“Because I’m always afraid you’re going to run away again.”

				She shifted, climbing on top of him, straddling him, and then pulled his wet shirt off and tossed it behind him.

				“I’m not going anywhere.”

				She tossed her shirt with his, but when she tried to remove her bra, he tugged her against him.

				“Don’t do that. I can’t think when you’re naked and we haven’t solved anything yet.”

				“I’m not going anywhere, Jason,” she promised.

				“But you think I am.”

				“I don’t want to hold you back, Jason. If you feel like you can never take another job that requires you to travel, that isn’t any more healthy than me always feeling like you will. I don’t want that for you or for us.”

				He let his head drop back, staring at the ceiling. He felt defeated in a battle he’d given everything he was in order to win it. She kissed his throat.

				“What did I say wrong? What is wrong with me wanting the best for you?”

				“I’m not taking any more jobs that require I travel unless you can go with me,” he said, bringing her back into view. “Not after I get past these auditions. If I don’t do them, I break my contract, and the studio will either kill the stage show or replace me. I did this for us.”

				“I know,” she said. “I know you did and that scares me. Jason, I feel the same fear I always did. What if you get bored with the show and resent me because you’re tied to it?”

				He rolled her to her back and came down on top of her. “I have traveled the world. I’ve worked with some of the biggest names in show business. I have more money than I can ever spend. And I’m not happy. You are what makes me happy. You, Kat.”

				“Until you have to miss something big because of me.”

				“I already missed the only thing that mattered, and that was us. I want you to believe that right here and now, but I know you won’t. I know it’s about time and actions and all I can say is, I’m up for the challenge. And by the way, about me bringing you here tonight. I already told you I was staying here. I’m not leaving unless you kick me out.” His lips quirked. “Besides, I have a personal goal of making love to you in every room and then doing it all over again.” He glanced around. “Starting with the living room.”

				She slid her arms around his neck. “We do have all day tomorrow.”

				“I like how you think.” He reached underneath her and unhooked her bra before tossing it away and melding her chest to his. “And I love how you feel. I love you, Kat.”

				Jason took his time showing her—one lick, one kiss, one pleasurable moment after another. If he had the chance, he’d spend a lifetime showing her. But he wasn’t there yet—to the place when she’d give him a lifetime. He knew that, no matter how much she told him she was. He felt it, sensed it. He knew his KandyKat. He was going to have to do just what he’d vowed: be patient and prove to her just how well he really could love her.

				* * *

				IT WAS NEARLY dawn and Kat wasn’t sure how long she and Jason had been talking, but she didn’t want to stop. It felt like forever since she’d had her best friend to talk to.

				“We should sleep,” Jason said, absently stroking her shoulder. “We have to go find you a car tomorrow and then Sunday we’re back in the whirlwind of preparation for next week’s opening.”

				Kat propped herself up on her elbows. “You didn’t comment on how well Marissa worked with Marcus last night.”

				“No, I didn’t,” he said. “That was risky, by the way.”

				“I had a feeling she and Marcus would hit it off,” she replied with a smile.

				He laughed. “I didn’t even notice.”

				“I paired them up because I believe in Marissa,” she said. “And because I thought throwing her into the spotlight with someone I knew would keep her from stumbling, both literally and proverbially.”

				“And you thought they’d make a good couple,” he said, showing just how well he knew her.

				“Yeah.” She grinned. “I knew. And you should have seen how they were looking at each other.”

				“I saw you with him,” he said, suddenly solemn. “He had you cornered by the door, and…”

				“He was saying goodbye,” she said, climbing on top of Jason, naked and determined to get him to focus on her, not Marcus. “And Marissa was waiting on him a few feet away.” She reached behind her and stroked his cock. “I’m waiting for you, right here in bed.”

				He rolled her onto her back, spread her legs and settled between them.

				“Always playing director, aren’t you?” she teased.

				“I’ll let you direct later,” he promised, lowering his head to kiss her.

				“Oh. Wait. I forgot to tell you something I’m afraid you’ll be upset about.”

				He stiffened. “What? Tell me.”

				“I have to fire Tabitha. She pulled something—”

				He kissed her, a deep, passionate kiss that left her breathless for more. “It does nothing for my confidence,” he half growled, “when you talk about Tabitha when I’m on top of you.”

				She laughed and held on to him tightly. “Well, you are my director. If you want me to be silent I’ll be silent.”

				“Unless you’re talking dirty to me, or telling me how much you love me, yes. Silence right about now would be ideal.”

				He pressed inside her, filled her, and Kat moaned rather loudly. “I’m not sure I can follow that direction.”

				“You never follow my direction,” he said, “but somehow you always get it right.”

				“So do you—”

				Jason drove slowly, deeply inside her.

				She moaned again.

				* * *

				COME MORNING, OR rather mid-morning, Kat was in her favorite short Minnie Mouse robe, making coffee with a smile on her face. That smile grew when she heard Jason whistling his way down the stairs. It had been too long since she’d heard that whistle. He cursed as he passed the living room, and she knew why. She leaned on the counter and waited for him to enter.

				Wearing nothing but a pair of blue-checkered pajama pants, he strolled into the kitchen. “Holy crap, Kat,” he said. “We need to make a little deal.”

				She arched a brow. “Which would be what?”

				“Don’t go into the living room until I have time to get someone to clean your carpet and your couch.” He glanced down at the muddy floor by the sliding glass door. “And to mop.”

				“I already looked,” she said. “And I’m not freaked out. It’ll clean.”

				“If it won’t, we’ll buy a new whatever we have to buy.”

				“I really am not worried about it.” Material items weren’t her thing.

				He sauntered over to her. “You aren’t. I know you aren’t. You don’t get all worked up over stuff and I’ve always loved that about you.” He stopped in front of her and eyed the counter, grabbing the whipped cream. “You still use whipped cream in your coffee.”

				“Yes, I still do.”

				He picked her up and set her on the counter and she laughed, knowing where this was headed. “You are not putting whipped cream on me. I just took a shower.”

				“We’ll take another together.” He toyed with the can of whipped cream.

				“No, Jason,” she warned. “Don’t you dare.”

				He tugged at her robe. The phone on the wall rang. Kat frowned. “Only my parents have that number. That can’t be good. They’d call my cell, which is—”

				“In the garage in my backpack, with mine,” Jason said. “Make sure nothing is wrong and I’ll go get them.” He set her down on the ground and she rushed to the wall by the fridge and answered.

				“Hello.”

				“Is everything okay?” her mother asked. “You aren’t answering and I was worried.”

				“I’m fine, Mom. I had the day off and slept late. Are you fine?”

				“I’m more than fine. I’m wonderful. Thailand is wonderful. We are loving life here.”

				“Good,” Kat said, and nodded to Jason that everything was okay. He visibly relaxed and pointed to the garage before heading that way.

				Her mother murmured something to someone else that ended with, “I’m going to ask. Just hold your horses.” She spoke into the phone again. “So, Kat honey, big plans for your day off?”

				“Isn’t it the middle of the night there, Mom?”

				“Well, yes. Yes, it is. We couldn’t reach you, so we all just stayed up chatting. So…big plans or what?” She murmured something to someone else again.

				Kat frowned. “Are you talking to Dad?”

				“Yes,” her mother confirmed. “And Jason’s parents.”

				Jason walked back into the room and set his backpack on the table, which he unzipped.

				“Is Jason there with you?” her mother asked.

				“Yes,” Kat answered. “Do his parents want to talk to him?”

				“He’s there,” her mother said, sounding excited. Laughter erupted before Kat heard Jason’s mother say, “I told you so.” Next, Kat specifically heard her father say “you owe me fifty bucks.”

				Kat gaped. “Mother! Are they betting on whether or not Jason and I would be together?”

				Jason laughed, a deep, sexy sound that always did funny, wonderful things to Kat. He joined her by the fridge and kissed her on the nose. “Let me talk to my father.”

				“We bet because we all want you back together,” her mother said indignantly.

				“Jason wants to talk to his father,” Kat informed her mother. She handed the receiver to Jason.

				He covered the receiver with his palm. “Why shouldn’t they bet on us? I am.” He winked and kissed her. “I think our phones are beeping with messages. Can you check my voice mail and make sure there isn’t anything urgent? Thanks.”

				Her gaze touched his with understanding. It was a small request but it meant a lot. He was offering her an invitation back into his life in every possible way and it was surprisingly scary. Why? Why was it scary?

				“Yes,” she said. “Of course.” She tried to move away, but he caught her, a question on his too-handsome face. She loved this man. Why was she scared?

				She rose onto her toes and kissed him. “Talk to my father. That’s an expensive call you’re just sitting on.”

				He hesitated and let her go, but she could see and feel the reluctance in him. “What’s this about a bet, 
Father?” he asked in a playfully authoritative voice, as if he was the father, not the son.

				Kat gave Jason her back as she grappled with, and tried to identify, whatever this was that she was feeling. She removed her purse from the bag and grabbed her phone from where Jason had set it down. She knew Jason’s calls were probably more urgent than hers but she wasn’t sure she was ready to listen to his.

				She had a number of text message alerts from different people. First was Ellie, who’d let her know that Tabitha had come to her early this morning, claiming her innocence for whatever Kat had accused her of. I suggested strongly that she smarten up and start respecting you. Kat snorted.

				“Like that is going to happen,” she murmured and went on to the next message, which was from Marissa.

				Kat glanced up, giving in to the urge to look at Jason, bringing his profile into view. She could tell that he was now talking to her father about some big investment return they’d both gotten. He leaned on the counter, handsome and shirtless, with his hair rumpled and sexy. But it wasn’t his looks that made her heart beat a little faster. It was the way he was chatting with their families. The way he was truly a son to her parents. He fit her so well.

				Kat inhaled and forced her attention to her phone, and read Marissa’s message.

				



				Marcus is the most amazing humble, sexy person. I like him too much. It’s kind of scary. Need girl talk, please? Oh, and Tabitha called to apologize. Please don’t fire her, Kat. I don’t want to ruin anyone’s career.

				



				Kat smiled at that final part of the message. Marissa was a special person and Tabitha had no idea how lucky she was she’d picked Marissa as her target. Kat would give Tabitha another shot because of Marissa. Hopefully, Tabitha would finally see the light, and value her second—correction—her third, chance. Kat checked her call log and found four attempts from her parents to reach her. She set her phone down and picked up Jason’s, an unmistakable flutter in her stomach. His call log also showed four missed calls from his parents. She could just imagine the four of them all sitting together, talking, laughing, and betting that their children were together in the same house. Then urging each other to try the calls again. They hadn’t been worried. They’d been curious and hopeful.

				The final call on Jason’s phone was a number that Kat didn’t recognize and it had gone to voice mail. She punched the button and listened to a studio executive telling Jason how impressive the show’s television ratings had been. The studio wanted to talk contract renewal with Jason.

				“I’m working on that,” Jason said behind her. “Yes. I am. I promise. I’ll let you know when I’ve properly convinced her.”

				She squeezed her eyes shut, certain she knew what he was talking about, because she knew him so very well. Marriage. She wanted to marry Jason again. She wanted it very badly, but it had taken them years to get here, to a place where they were together again.

				She wasn’t going to rush things now. She needed to know they could find a way to make their careers and love mix. No matter what he’d claimed about his career not being important, it was. It mattered and it had to matter to make this work. He’d worked hard and he’d earned a call like that from the studio. She wasn’t going to take that away from him.

				Suddenly, Jason was behind her, having ended the call much sooner than she expected, but then it was the middle of the night in Thailand. “You okay, baby?” he asked, his breath warm on her ear.

				Kat turned around, letting her hands settle on his chest, knowing now what was bothering her. “I need you to know that I don’t blame you for us breaking up. We were young. We made mistakes. I probably didn’t deal with what bothered me the way I should have, and certainly not like I would now.”

				“It wasn’t your fault either, Kat,” he said. “I would have done a million things differently myself. And believe me, I’ve replayed far too many of those things over and over in my head.”

				“That’s just it,” she said. “The past is the past. And Jason, I’m proud of your accomplishments. I’m so very proud. You of all people deserve success. You’re the same humble person you always have been when I’ve seen plenty of others in your type of role get carried away with arrogance and ego. If you get a great opportunity, you have to take it, and I’ll be excited with you, I promise.”

				“Kat—”

				She kissed him. “It won’t destroy us. We’re both at different places in our careers and our lives. If you turn down something wonderful to make me happy, you won’t make me happy at all. We’ll work this out. We will. I know we can.”

				He studied her, his gaze keen. “What was on my voice mail that brought this on?”

				“It wasn’t the voice mail,” she said, and then reluctantly admitted, “Not entirely. You had a call from a studio executive named Sabrina something. She complimented you on the show’s ratings last night and wants to talk about your contract renewal for the television show.”

				He wrapped his arm around her waist. “I’m done with television, Kat. I’ve meant that every time I’ve said it. I want out of the spotlight. But yes, I want to direct. It’s my second passion and you’re my first.” He brushed the hair from her eyes, his expression turning grim. “I’m dreading the day I have to get on a plane for auditions. I have the gut-wrenching fear that it will be the end of us.”

				“It won’t,” she promised. “I won’t lie to you and say I’m not nervous about it, but it’s necessary for all kinds of reasons. I think…I think we both need to know we can survive a separation and be okay. I need to know you’ll be back. You need to know I won’t be gone when you get here.”

				It would be the ultimate test of their relationship.

				* * *

				LATE THAT EVENING, Jason was in the passenger seat when Kat pulled her shiny new black BMW into her garage. They’d been all over the city, and he’d found her many excuses to keep driving more than a little adorable. Ending the night at their favorite Chinese restaurant had been a walk down memory lane in a good way, but then, that wasn’t unexpected. He and Kat had far more good memories than they did bad.

				Kat killed the engine and ran her hands up and down the steering wheel. “I can’t believe I finally bought this car. I think I might have to sleep out here.”

				“Oh, no,” he said, shaking his head. “I’m not sleeping in here, and you’re sleeping with me.” He tried to open his door. She locked it.

				“Oh, no, you don’t,” she said, grinning. “You’re my captive and I want to celebrate.”

				Jason arched a brow. “What have we been doing the rest of the day?”

				“Celebrating,” she said. “But not enough.” She pushed her seat back and then climbed onto his lap, straddling him.

				Jason laughed, and by the time she had that sweet backside of hers nestled against him, he was hard and more than willing to participate in her celebration.

				She tugged his shirt up and pressed soft, cool hands against him with a scorching effect. He reached for her and she leaned back, a teasing glint in her eyes before she moved her finger back and forth.

				“I’m the director of my celebration,” she said. “You get kissed when I want to kiss you.” She sighed and laughed. “Which would be now.”

				Jason chuckled, wrapping his arms around her, and welcoming her mouth against his, her tongue’s soft caress. She tasted like honey and tea, and like forbidden fruit no longer forbidden. He twined his fingers in her hair, deepened the kiss, hungry for more of that taste and more of her.

				His cell phone rang and dang it, he knew who it was, and that he had to take it. He broke their kiss. “I have to answer.”

				“No, you don’t,” she said breathlessly, trying to kiss him again.

				“I do,” he said, struggling to remember why. “It’s important.”

				Her hands were on his face, her lips a hairsbreadth from his. “You do know that you taking a call during my celebration is far worse than me talking about Tabitha while we were making love, don’t you?”

				“Oh, no,” he said. “Not even close.” He punched the answer key.

				“It’s Daniel,” the man on the other line announced. Daniel worked with Jason’s investment guy, Nick, and specialized in real estate.

				“What do you have for me, Daniel?” Jason asked, trying to focus while Kat nibbled at his neck.

				“The house has a good hundred-thousand in equity that we can invest smartly and turn into a larger sum. But the housing market is in the ground right now. Selling it will take a good six months to a year.”

				“I’ll buy it,” Jason said. “Then I get the tax write-off from two properties while you’re re-selling it.”

				Kat drew back and gaped at him. “You took an investment call.” She tried to wiggle off his lap and he laughed and held her, mouthing “I’ll explain.”

				“Sure,” Daniel continued, “We can buy it right away. You want me to contact the owner?”

				“No,” he said, trying not to laugh again as Kat crossed her arms in front of her, and glared at him. “I know the owners,” Jason continued, “I’ll handle contact. You guys just need to deal with the bank while I’m gone. And I’ll give you the hundred grand in advance to go ahead and start investing.”

				Daniel whistled. “Your wish is most definitely my command.”

				Jason ended the call and Kat immediately blasted him. “We were…celebrating, and you took an investment call. Seriously, Jason? Maybe I don’t know you because you never would have done that before.”

				He laughed hard. She glared harder. “Ask me why that investment was important,” he ordered.

				“I don’t care about the investment.”

				“Not even if it was to help your parents.”

				She deflated instantly and then blushed and buried her face in his shirt. “Oh, no. I’m sorry.”

				He ran his hand down her hair. “I’m not.” He pressed her against his lap, showing her what he meant. “You’re sexy when you’re mad.”

				She lifted her head. “While I might, ah, appreciate your method of complimenting me,” she said, “I still feel like a jerk.”

				“I talked to your dad about selling their house and investing the money.”

				She leaned all the way back. “What? Why? You think they’re staying in Thailand? Jason, I grew up in that house. I love that house.”

				“I’d pay it off and just give it to them, but they wouldn’t go for that. I had to be a little more creative to make this happen. I told them we weren’t going to need two houses, but I needed a tax write-off so I’d keep my house and just let it sit. I explained that if they take it over, it saves me from paying a property management company to look out for it.”

				“And they didn’t ask why you’d need a property management company when you were here in town?”

				“Of course they did,” he said. “I told them my schedule was too crazy to think about a second house.”

				“You really want to give up your house?”

				“I’m home with you, Kat. Right here is fine by me.” He grinned. “I do mean the house, not the car. I like the car, but it’s a bit cramped.”

				Her fingers curled in his shirt, her gaze fixing on his chest. “I don’t want a house that’s mine. If we do this, Jason.” Her lashes lifted. “If we really get back together—”

				“We’re already back together.”

				“I want something that’s ours.”

				She couldn’t have said anything that would make him happier. “Then we’ll call my guy back and start looking.”

				“Not yet,” she said. “Not until after the auditions, when we have solid time together.”

				Translation: not until she was sure he was really coming back to stay. “Kat—”

				She kissed him. “I know you’re coming back.” She tugged his shirt upward, and he helped her pull it over his head. Then he watched her remove hers. Next came her bra. She sat there, looking gorgeously naked, with her full, high breasts and her pretty pink nipples begging for his mouth. He wanted her.

				When she leaned in and pressed his hands to her breasts and her mouth to his, he wanted her even more. But he couldn’t celebrate. Not until he was home to stay. No. Not until she believed he was home. And somehow he had to make that not about a place, but about them, about their relationship, about being anywhere in the world, and being home because they were together.

				Together. That was the key, and one he couldn’t turn, at least not until he was home for good, with the auditions behind them. The next seven weeks were going to feel like a lifetime.
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				THE WEDNESDAY NIGHT opening came with a full house and huge success. Despite Jason’s departure the next day, and to of all places, Denver, Kat was happy. She stood backstage in the midst of a flurry of excitement with champagne and roses everywhere, and was not one bit surprised to find Marcus beside Marissa.

				“Aren’t you two a cute pair,” Kat teased.

				“Cute is really not what a guy wants to hear,” Marcus said with a grimace.

				“It works for me,” Marissa said playfully, laughing up at him, and Kat didn’t miss how the rather timid Marissa didn’t seem timid with Marcus at all.

				Jason joined them, not one bit of hesitation over Marcus’s presence showing in his demeanor. “It’s over. I feel like I just gave birth instead of Ellie.”

				“Great show, man,” Marcus said. “You and Kat make a hell of a team.”

				Jason glanced at Kat. “Damn, he really is a nice guy. I’m gonna have to like him, aren’t I?”

				“Funny,” Marcus replied. “I said the same thing when Marissa was telling me about the way you treat the cast and crew.”

				Kat watched the two men shake hands and if it was possible to fall more in love with Jason, she did in that instant. So few people could be as accepting as Jason was about Marcus.

				“And by the way, Marcus,” Jason added. “We appreciate you helping us out the other night.”

				“I think me being here was in the cards,” Marcus joked, and slipped his arm around Marissa to be clear about what he meant. Marissa blushed and Kat grinned at her.

				“Kat!” someone yelled.

				“Jason!” someone else shouted.

				“Someone call 911!” came another cry.

				Kat and Jason took off running toward the voices, which led them to the hallway outside the stage. Kat gasped as she found Ellie slumped over on the ground, with Tabitha of all people, kneeling beside her.

				“She was dizzy and stumbled, and God, Kat,” Tabitha said urgently, “I tried to catch her but I couldn’t. She fell hard.”

				“I’m okay,” Ellie said as Kat and Jason bent down beside her.

				“No,” Kat said firmly. “You are not okay. You’ve been working too much and you won’t listen when I tell you to go home.”

				“You won’t listen when I say I’m fine,” Ellie said, trying to smile and failing. “Nag, nag, nag.”

				“Apparently, nagging is a skill I need to perfect,” Kat said. “Or you wouldn’t be on the floor.”

				“Get the hotel medic!” Jason shouted, standing up. “Someone go find the medic and make sure 911 is on the way.”

				“I’ll go find someone myself,” Tabitha said, hurrying away.

				“My husband can give you lessons,” Ellie said, and then gasped with pain.

				“What was that?” Kat asked, officially terrified for Ellie. She should have forced her to slow down.

				“Same pains as last week,” she said. “They’re normal but… David, my husband. I need to call my husband.”

				And that alone told Kat that Ellie didn’t think she was okay.

				Jason squatted back down beside Ellie. “I’ll call him, Ellie. What’s the number?” He punched it in and then rubbed her arm. “Try to relax.”

				Ellie laughed in the midst of a frown. “Nothing like the floor for a good rest.”

				Kat drew Ellie’s hand in her own, reading her fear through the humor. “You’re not alone. You’re not. I’m here and Jason is here.” But Kat knew there was only one person that could possibly comfort Ellie right now, and that was her husband, who was in another state, and couldn’t possibly get here tonight.

				* * *

				KAT AND JASON sat in the hospital room with Ellie, who was dehydrated and exhausted. She was also very lucky that she and her unborn baby were fine.

				“I guess I won’t be joining you for auditions tomorrow,” Ellie said, trying to laugh but sounding like she might cry instead.

				“The auditions don’t matter,” Jason replied. “What matters is you and your baby. The studio knows that.”

				“The studio is about money,” Ellie insisted. “They can replace me for the season and work me out of the show. My contract is up this year.”

				“You have a contract though,” Jason said. “They can’t do that to you this year and you’ll be on the live shows which are the ones that really matter.”

				“Read the fine print in your contract,” she said. “I’ve read mine. They can replace me. They still have to pay me but it will be my final check.”

				“If they replace you over this,” Jason asserted, “I’ll be clear that I’m walking out.”

				“What?” Ellie gasped. “No, you will not. Kat, tell him that no, he is not.”

				“I’m not going back next season anyway,” he said. “I think now would be a good time to tell them that. It will encourage them to hang on to you. They won’t want to shake anything up too dramatically.”

				“Or it could make them think they have to make changes and so they might as well get it over with,” Ellie said. “So that will do you no good. You can’t quit. Do you know how much they will pay us for next season?”

				“I don’t care,” he said firmly. “I’m done, Ellie.” He shifted his attention to Kat and back to Ellie. “Not only is the spotlight not for me, I’m ready for roots and family. I’m ready to have my wife back.”

				Ellie’s expression softened. “I understand that. I can see that in you. I don’t want to care, either. I don’t. The pressure feels too much sometimes. I want to have this baby and enjoy every second.”

				“Then have the baby and enjoy every second,” Jason insisted. “This baby, this pregnancy, is an experience you can’t relive.”

				“Choreographers do not earn the kind of paycheck I’m earning,” she argued. “After another couple of years with this show, ratings be with us, my child, and my child’s child, and that child’s children, will be taken care of forever. How do I not make that happen, if I can?”

				“You’re not just a choreographer,” Jason countered without missing a beat. “This show has let you demonstrate that. You, unlike me, are a television personality.”

				Ellie shook her head, utterly baffled. “How do you not see yourself as the star you are?” She glanced at Kat. “How does he not see it? Because I know he really doesn’t.”

				Kat noticed Jason and she knew exactly why. She even went so far as to let herself, for the first time, believe it was true. “He knows what he wants and it’s not the show,” she said. Jason’s eyes warmed with her obvious understanding, and she added, “He wants to direct. He doesn’t want the spotlight.” She refocused on Ellie. “But if you want to host, or judge, or whatever it is you want to do, you’ll get to do it. There’s always an opportunity for someone great and you are great, Ellie. I’ve worked with you. Many big-name stars have worked with you. Everyone sings your praises. The studio knows you’re worth waiting for.”

				Ellie swallowed hard, looking pale and strained. “David wants to quit his job to be with me. I don’t want him to quit. His career is important, too. What if he blames me for losing opportunities that may never come up again?”

				Jason’s cell phone rang and he glanced at it. “That’s our producer checking on Ellie. I’ll take it outside.”

				He headed out of the room and when the door was shut, Ellie asked, “What do I do, Kat? I don’t know how to make this work. What did you do when it was you and Jason?”

				Everything wrong, Kat thought. She’d done everything wrong, and so how could she dare offer advice to Ellie, when she herself had failed in the same circumstances? But how did she sit back and watch Ellie make the same mistakes?

				Kat let out a breath. “You go with your heart, not your ambition, and only you know where that is. But more than anything, you take care of yourself and you take care of your baby.”

				“I don’t want to lose my baby or my husband, and I’ve worked so hard for my career. I thought I could have it all. Maybe that was overly ambitious.”

				“You can have it all,” Kat assured her. “Just don’t let yourself get wrapped up in the fear factor this business creates. You and your husband sit down and think about how to make your dreams come true, but don’t forget that dreams are to be shared with the person, and people, you love. Don’t make rash decisions. Talk to David. Really talk to him about your actions and how they impact both you and your family. Then listen to his thoughts, his feelings, his needs. Both of you have to voice your fears. Don’t hold them inside. Don’t assume the other one knows what they are.”

				The phone rang and Ellie answered it, and Kat quickly realized it was David. Kat stood up and headed to the hallway, exhausted to the bone, and didn’t see Jason anywhere. It was three in the morning and Jason would be leaving that afternoon. She sank down into a chair. In only a few hours, he would get on a plane and fly to Denver.

				Kat rested her elbows on her knees and dropped her face to her hands. This situation with Ellie was like reliving her past with Jason. She couldn’t help but let her thoughts travel to the biggest regret of their relationship, and the one moment that had changed everything. To a hotel room and a phone call that had led to “the end.”

				Suddenly, Jason was there, kneeling in front of her. “We aren’t them,” he said, one hand stroking over her hair and the other resting on her leg, strong and comforting in a way only his touch could be.

				She lifted her head, trailing her fingers over his cheek, feeling the anguish of her memories. “I should have come to Europe. We wanted to go to Europe.”

				He covered her hand with his and brought it to his lap. “We still can. We have the rest of our lives.”

				“I should have gone then.”

				“And I should have been confident enough in myself as a director to ask for a few days to think about the Europe project. I could have flown to you and talked to you in person. I should have made sure we decided our next move together.”

				“I guess we both have a lot of regrets. Ellie is going to have them, too, and I don’t know how to help her.”

				“Be there for her. Give her someone to talk to who understands her situation. Not everyone does but you do. I’m not sure there’s much else you, or I, can do for her.”

				“I’m scared that I’ll tell her the wrong things and I’ll be to blame for something else that goes wrong.”

				“Tell her that,” he said. “Tell her you can share your experiences, but she has to make her own choices.” He gently cupped her face. “Just please remember that we aren’t them. We’ve been there, yes, but we’re here now, together, and we can choose to be better and stronger than our past. I need you to promise me that when I get on that plane, you won’t forget that. It’s the only way I’m going to be able to get on that flight.”

				“I’m okay,” she said. “I’ll be okay with this, Jason. We’re okay.”

				“Kat!” came Ellie’s shout from the room.

				Jason and Kat were both on their feet in an instant. They rushed into the room and Kat brought a smiling Ellie into focus. “I have an idea!” Ellie declared.

				Kat and Jason both let out a breath and joined Ellie by her bed. “Good gosh, woman,” Kat chided. “Don’t yell like that and scare me or I might need a bed rolled in here for me.”

				Ellie grinned. “Sorry about that. I just got really excited. I was talking to David and I was fretting that the studio would have guest judges fill in for me, and they’d all be pining for my job.”

				“You mean my job,” Jason corrected. “I’m leaving the show.”

				She waved that off. “We’ll see about that. Anyway. I said there was only one person that I not only thought would be a great judge, but that I knew didn’t want my job. And that person is Kat.”

				“Me?” Kat repeated, stunned by the announcement. “I’m not a television personality.”

				“Welcome to my world,” Jason said. “Neither am I, but I’ve made it work. I love the idea.”

				“We could change roles until the local filming begins for Stepping Up, Kat,” Ellie added eagerly, sounding more excited by the second. “David is going to try to arrange to be here for the next six weeks, so he can help out, too.”

				Kat didn’t know what to say. “I…no. That won’t work.”

				“Why not?” Ellie asked as Jason arched a brow in question.

				“Because…it won’t work.” Because she needed to know that she and Jason could survive this. He needed to know that, too. She needed to overcome this one last fear to say “I do” a second time. Distance had destroyed them once before. If it could do it again, it was best they found out now.

				* * *

				JASON PULLED KAT’S BMW into her garage right at four in the morning. He was bone tired and his flight left at three that afternoon, but sleep was the last thing on his mind. He glanced at Kat, who was curled on the seat with her eyes shut, only he wasn’t sure she was sleeping. Or if she was, he was pretty sure it was to avoid talking. She hadn’t made eye contact with him since Ellie had suggested she become a guest judge.

				On their walk to the garage to get Kat’s car, he’d gotten a call. By the time he got off the phone, Kat had snuggled into the seat, and was sleeping with her hand curled under her cheek. Later, he hit the remote to Kat’s garage, watching the door rise, and thinking about car shopping with her a few days before.

				She’d been adorably excited while they’d shopped. Even more excited when she’d been able to drive the new car off the lot. He pulled into the garage, a smile tugging at his lips as he thought of their celebration, and of her climbing into his lap in this very parking spot.

				He put the car in Park and hit the remote to shut the garage. The door ground its way to a close, and still Kat didn’t move. He sat there, not moving, just thinking. He’d paid for her car in cash, though she didn’t know it. She thought it was financed. And it was, for all of a few hours.

				He’d planned to make it a surprise engagement gift, but knew he had to get her to agree to put a ring on her finger before he could get her to really accept the car. He’d thought that was just a matter of getting past these auditions, but her complete rejection of the idea that she should judge in Ellie’s place baffled him. He wasn’t sure what to make of it. He was pretty darn sure though that it was somehow directly connected to his ability to get said ring on her finger.

				Jason opened his door and rounded the vehicle to Kat’s side of the car. She didn’t twitch a muscle when he reached for her. He carried her inside and thought about her comment. You’re always picking me up. Then his reply. So you can’t run from me. Was she running from him? Was he fooling himself into thinking everything was going to work out?

				He set Kat on her bed and went so far as to remove her shoes and cover her. Still she slept. She was exhausted, he knew. She’d been tireless for weeks and it had clearly all just hit her now.

				Jason didn’t lie down. He walked to the bathroom, cracked the door only slightly in case Kat called for him, and turned on the hot water. He pressed his hands on the sink and stared in the mirror. Directing had taught him that he could only do his best, and then what followed was what followed. Once something was on film, it was done, and he couldn’t change it. He’d applied that rule to his life and it had served him well. Except with Kat. He replayed the past far too often. She was right. He had regrets.

				He stripped down and stepped under the water, letting it pour over him, trying to relax, when suddenly the curtain was pulled back and Kat, naked and beautiful, joined him. She wrapped her arms around him.

				“I don’t want to go with you because I need you to know you can leave and I’ll still be here. And I need you to know that I’m not the same person I was when we divorced. I’ll understand. I’ll go to Europe this time, Jason, or wherever life leads us.”

				“But you won’t take the judge’s job?”

				“It hasn’t even been offered.”

				“I can make it happen,” he said. “I think you know that. I want to make it happen.”

				“Then how will you know that I’ll be okay the next time you have to leave?”

				“Don’t you mean, how will you know?”

				“No. Yes. I don’t know.”

				“You’re making this an obstacle course it doesn’t have to be. You’re scared, baby. I’m scared, too. Let’s be scared together. Say you’ll take the job.”

				She scraped her bottom lip, a fretful look on her face, but she nodded her acceptance. “Yes. Yes, I’ll take it.”

				Jason wasn’t sure if Kat had ever made him as happy as she did with those words. He held her in his arms and kissed her, having absolutely no intentions of sleeping, or allowing her to sleep, before he got on the plane later that day.
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				KAT WOKE CURLED at Jason’s side, her head on his shoulder. She inhaled, drawing in the rich male scent that was so him, so perfect, so… Suddenly, she realized a cell phone was ringing and she blinked into sunlight. Sunlight. She sat straight up, ignoring her nudity. “What time is it?”

				Jason pressed to his elbows, his hair a rumpled, sexy mess, his eyes heavy with slumber. “What’s wrong? What’s happening?”

				The phone kept buzzing. Kat scrambled over Jason, and grabbed it from the nightstand, and in the process, she launched her bare backside in the air. Jason smacked it.

				“Hey!” she yelled over her shoulder, noting the clock with a cringe.

				“I will happily wake up this way every day of my life,” he said, leaning up to kiss one cheek of her backside.

				Kat snatched her phone and answered it. “Ellie. Hold on a second.” Kat covered the receiver and slid off Jason. “It’s noon. We have three hours until you leave.”

				“Oh, crap,” he ground out. “Say it isn’t so.”

				“I wish I could.” She didn’t even remember how they’d ended up asleep when they’d vowed not to. They’d made love. They’d made love again. They’d…fallen asleep talking.

				“Are you okay, Ellie?” Kat asked, watching Jason scramble off the bed to pull on a pair of boxers.

				“I’m fine,” she said. “David’s here and I’m busting out of this place any minute now.”

				“You’re not going to the auditions?” Kat asked.

				Jason tossed his bag on the bed. “Surely not?”

				“No,” Ellie said and Kat shook her head to Jason’s question as Ellie continued, “I’m released to work but the doctor here doesn’t want me traveling and my regular doctor agrees. I’m supposed to limit my hours.”

				“You can’t push it, Ellie,” Kat chided. “We just talked about this.”

				“David got approval this morning to work here in Vegas from the production location for the live shows until we start filming. He’ll be around if Ronnie needs him, too. He says he’s happy to help if it will get me to slow down.”

				“Your own personal bodyguard,” Kat said with approval. “I can see you enjoying that.”

				“Don’t you know it,” Ellie agreed.

				“This is all good,” Kat said. “It really is.”

				“I know,” she chimed quickly. “And I do get carried away. It’s better that I’ll have David here to tie me down if needed.” She laughed and Kat heard her add, “I didn’t mean that literally, David,” before she spoke into the phone again. “I’ve told David that even if you aren’t here, now that the show is together, I won’t need to work around the clock. David’s still waiting for a call back about you and I switching places.”

				“Jason talked to one of the studio executives at eight this morning,” Kat said. “He thinks it’s going to happen.”

				After a few more seconds of chatter, Kat said goodbye to Ellie and ended the call. Jason gave her an inquiring look. “This is all starting to sound too good to be true,” Kat told him.

				Jason zipped his bag and settled onto the bed, taking her with him. “Don’t you think we deserve ‘too good to be true’ after everything we’ve been through?”

				“Yeah,” she said, running her fingers through his hair. “I do.”

				“The way I see it,” he continued, the playfulness in his voice barely masking the rasp of desire in its depths. “I have an hour and thirty minutes to try my best to get enough of you to last through my Denver trip.” He brushed his mouth over hers, slid his tongue past her lips and teased her with a quick taste of masculine spice before he added, “It’s never going to be enough.”

				His kiss was passionate, deep, dragging her into escape. The last thing she remembered beyond pure bliss for at least an hour and twenty-nine minutes was thinking how hard it was going to be to watch him get on that plane.

				* * *

				KAT’S FEELINGS WERE in knots when she and Jason walked hand in hand through the airport and stopped in front of the security area. Thankfully though, due to the private, studio-owned plane that Jason was flying on, Kat was able to make it to this point in the airport. She’d take every extra second she could get with him. They had yet to receive studio approval for Kat to fill-in for Ellie and travel with Jason.

				Jason dropped his baseball hat and sunglasses in a bin to be x-rayed. Both items were used as a disguise and meant to prevent unwanted attention. He’d grumbled the explanation when she’d inquired, and made his dislike of having to hide from the press evident. I don’t mind fans, he’d said. It’s the paparazzi that drive me crazy.

				Kat watched Jason put his boots and belt back on, and tuck his glasses and hat into the bag he carried.

				“Jason,” she said. Anything else she might have added slid away, and they were lost in each other’s eyes. Neither one of them made any attempt to move, and Kat felt like her chest was going to explode with the swell of emotion.

				“I don’t want to go,” he said, his voice low, rough with his own dose of emotion. “I’m not going to go.”

				He meant it. She saw it in his face, heard it in his voice. He was going to do something crazy, like ruin his reputation with the studio. “I don’t want you to go, but you have to.” She took her hand in his, and tugged him along. “Let’s go and get this over with so you can come home.” A large clock hanging from above a desk at one of the gates caught Kat’s attention. “You leave in ten minutes. We are really pushing it.”

				“Kat,” he repeated, stopping near his gate and pulling her to face him, his hands on her shoulders. “I—”

				“Sir,” the attendant said. “We’re ready to get you on board and prepare for takeoff. We have another stop on the way to Denver.”

				“I’ll be right there,” Jason said.

				“You have to go,” Kat urged. “They’re waiting on you and we both know this is necessary. I’m fine, Jason. It’s a few weeks that will protect your career. And in case you start thinking too hard on that plane, I don’t think you’re choosing your career over me, and I regret ever saying that to you. You’re doing this for us. I know that.”

				A muscle in his jaw flexed. “I’m going to leave but I’m coming back.”

				“I know,” she said, lacing her words with confidence, determined to be strong right up until the second he was on that plane and out of sight. Afterward, she was fairly certain that she was going to have her second meltdown, like the one when Marcus had shown up.

				Jason kissed her, and it wasn’t some proper public peck, either. He kissed her Hollywood style, with everything he had, wrapped her in his arms, and tasted her like a starving man who hungered for her and only her.

				“I love you,” he growled near her ear, and started walking away, as if he was afraid he wouldn’t if he didn’t go right then. Too quickly, he went out to the tarmac, and didn’t look back.

				Kat ran to the window to watch him walk toward the plane. Her eyes prickled. She could feel the tears burning to escape and she fought them. Jason stopped at the stairs and turned to her, waving when she knew he couldn’t see her. But he knew she was there. She inhaled and she thought she was okay, but when he stepped onto that plane and disappeared again, the tears spilled down her cheeks. She backed up and sat down in a chair, burying her face in her hands to try and pull herself together.

				* * *

				JASON SET HIS bag on the leather seat of the luxury plane, but he remained standing, his hand on the overhead bin. He had his phone out, dialing the studio again. He got voice mail again.

				Leaving Kat was crazy. In fact, why was he leaving her? Ellie would be here to look after things. Why the heck hadn’t he thought of this several hours ago? There was no reason Kat couldn’t come with him. They didn’t need anyone’s permission to be together. He hesitated, thinking of Kat’s complicated obstacle course that required him to leave and come back, as if that proved they were going to make it.

				He dialed his boss Sabrina again and left a message. “I’m chartering a plane to Denver,” he said. “Don’t worry, I’ll make auditions. I’m taking Kat with me though, so whether you put her at the audition table or not, she’s coming along for the trip. Ellie, her husband and Ronnie are covering the show.” He hung up and grabbed his bag.

				“Do you need me to put that somewhere for you?” a stewardess asked.

				“No,” Jason said. “I’m not staying. Feel free to depart without me.” Jason was out of the plane and running toward the airport door in a flash.

				He burst through the door, praying that Kat wasn’t already gone. “Kat!”

				“Jason!”

				He spotted her in a seat with tears streaming down her face. “Baby,” he said hurrying to her, tossing his bag on the ground, and dropping down on one knee in front of her. He wiped dampness from her cheeks. “Why are you crying? Don’t cry. I don’t ever want to make you cry like this.”

				“Because you’re leaving,” she said. “It’s just hard. I… why aren’t you on that plane?” She grabbed his arm, her eyes wide. “Go get on that plane.” She tried to stand up.

				Jason kept her in the seat. “I left, just like you said I had to. I didn’t like it and you didn’t seem to either. So, I came back. That exercise is done and over. We passed the test.”

				“Jason, you have to get on that plane. The studio—”

				“I’m chartering a later flight,” he said. “I’ll make tomorrow’s audition. And you’re going to be on that plane with me if I have any influence at all. Ellie is here. There’s no reason you can’t come with me.”

				“But—”

				He kissed her. “No ‘buts’ allowed. I want to show you something.” He unzipped his bag and pulled out a velvet box, but kept it out of her sight. “I carried this with me to remind me of what waited on me at home, Kat. I planned to do this when the auditions were over, but I can’t wait.” He lifted the box and opened the lid to display a platinum ring that he’d had designed for her. It was shaped like a lily, the flower theme they’d had at their first wedding. “I need my wife back to share my life with. Marry me, Kat. You are, and have always been, the woman I love. Marry me in Europe. Marry me in the Elvis Chapel, or heck, let’s find someone here in this airport who has the power vested in them, and let’s get married now.”

				Kat hugged him tight.

				“Please tell me that’s a yes,” he said, holding on to her, holding his breath at the same time as he waited for her reply.

				“Yes, yes, yes,” she quickly said, and leaned back, cupping his face and kissing him. “Of course, it’s yes.” She stared down at the ring and started crying again. “It’s gorgeous. It’s perfect. It’s our flower.”

				Jason slipped the ring onto her finger. “I only have one other request,” he said.

				“Don’t lose the ring?” she asked.

				“That, too,” he agreed. “But I was thinking more along the lines of don’t divorce me again.”

				She laughed. “You’re stuck with me this time. In fact, why don’t we go find that airport preacher right now?”

				He laughed and kissed her and they really did go look, but they had no luck. Instead, they spent the flight to Denver planning a wedding in Thailand, where they and their parents could bet on forever.

				* * *

				THREE MONTHS LATER, Kat stood in the empty house they’d purchased, having just returned from Thailand newlyweds yet again. Jason walked in the front door and set down a box. They were only a few miles from her old place, and close to his house that was now her parents’. Not that she thought they’d ever use it. They were in love with Thailand.

				“The moving guys said they’d be here in half an hour,” Jason announced.

				Kat spun around in the center of the hardwood living room floor. “I love this place.”

				Jason laughed and wiggled an eyebrow. “You do know we’ll have to test out every room in our own very special way?”

				“Hmmm,” she said. “I do like your way of breaking in a new house.”

				A car pulled into the driveway. “Is that the movers?” Kat asked, walking to the window, and then looking over her shoulder at Jason. “It’s your agent, Jason. Oh. Wait. It’s both our agents.” With the ratings for season three of Stepping Up at an all-time high, the studio had been after both Jason, and unbelievably, Kat, to sign on as judges for the new season.

				Jason joined her. “They’re trying that ol’ double team thing, I guess. This is Ellie’s fault for leaving the show.”

				“She got her own reality show,” Kat said. “I can’t say I blame her for moving on.”

				“They’re going to offer us ridiculous money,” Jason said.

				“Yeah,” Kat agreed, glancing at him. “What do you want to do?”

				“I want to make that independent film that I told you about. And I want you to try your hand at producing.”

				She wound her arms around his neck. “Then I say, let’s make that movie.”

				Footsteps sounded on the porch and Jason grinned. “Want to teach them a lesson about surprising us like this?”

				She shook her head. “Oh, yeah. What did you have in mind?”

				He kissed her, a hot wild kiss that was sure to make even a grown man blush, or in this case, two grown men.

				Life really was too good to be true, Kat thought.

								THE END
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	THE SAVAGE TRILOGY
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	Rick Savage, but they call him Savage and for a reason. He can make you laugh and then rip your heart out. No one knows that more than me, Candace Marks, the woman he left bleeding from the heart. I loved him. Lord help me, I’ve never stopped loving him.

Now, I’m engaged to another man, a brutal man I’m trapped into marrying, when to my shock, Savage returns home. Savage who I haven't heard from in years. I want to hate him. I have ever reason to hate him, but I can’t. I still love him and I fear he will save me just to leave me bleeding one last time. He stirs my desires, a dark, delicious, and dangerous man destined to hurt me and leave me. This time I’m not sure I'll survive.

	LEARN MORE AND BUY HERE:

	https://savagetrilogy.weebly.com/

	 

	 


    GRAYSON BENNETT’S STORY!

	DIRTY RICH BETRAYAL—AVAILABLE EVERYWHERE NOW

	DIRTY RICH BETRAYAL: LOVE ME FOREVER—AVAILABLE FOR PRE-ORDER EVERYWHERE. THIS IS GOING TO BE AN APPLE BOOKS EXCLUSIVE, WHICH WILL PUBLISH THERE ON JANUARY 28TH AND WILL PUBLISH EVERYWHERE ELSE ON MAY 12TH!
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	EXCERPT FROM

	DIRTY RICH BETRAYAL

	He kisses me, a quick brush of lips over lips. “I need you naked. I need to feel you next to me.” He rolls me to my back and with that “for now” in the air, he moves and resettles with his lips to my stomach and this is not an accidental connection. My heart squeezes with the certainty that he’s reminding me of how many times he told me he wanted a little girl just like me. It affects me. We had so many plans. We were best friends. We were so many things that happened so very quickly and easily, and then it was gone. 

	He pulls down my pants, and all too quickly my sneakers and everything else are gone. I’m naked and not just my body. I am so very naked with this man and always have been. But as for my body, I’m not alone for long. He strips away his clothes, and I lift to my elbows to admire all that sinewy, perfect muscle before he reaches down, grabs my legs and pulls me to him. The minute my backside is on the edge of the bed, he goes down on a knee. I sit up and cup his face. “Not now. Now I need—I need—”

	He cups my head and pulls my mouth to his, kissing me with a long stroke of his tongue before he says, “And I need to taste you.”

	“Not now. I’m not leaving. We have time. I need—you. Here with me.” 

	His eyes soften but he still leans in and licks my clit, and then suckles. I’m all but undone by the sensation because one thing I know and know well is how good this man is with his tongue. But he doesn’t ignore my request. He pushes off the floor, and in a heartbeat, he’s kissing me and I don’t even know how we end up in the center of the bed, our naked bodies entwined. We just are and it’s wonderful and right in ways nothing has been in so very long.

	He lifts my leg to his thigh and presses his thick erection inside me, filling me in ways that go beyond our bodies; driving deep, his hand on my backside, pulling me into him, pushing into me, but then we don’t move. Then we just lay there, intimately connected, lost in the moment and each other. “Is this what you wanted?” 

	“Yes,” I say. “This is what I wanted.”

	“I didn’t think I’d ever have you here, like this, with me again.”

	“Me either,” I whisper, my fingers curling on his jaw. “Grayson,” I say for no reason other than I need his name on my lips. I need everything with this man.

	He kisses me, a fast, deep, passionate kiss. “I missed the hell out of you, Mia. So fucking much. I don’t think you really understand how much.”

	This moment, right here, right now, is one of our raw, honest, perfect moments that has always made his betrayal hard to accept. I need that honesty in my life and with him and I don’t even think about denying him my truth. “I missed you, too. More than you know, Grayson.”

	He squeezes my backside and drives into me again. I pant with the sensations that rip through my body, my hand going to his shoulder. “Nothing was right without you,” he says. “Nothing, Mia.” He kisses me, and I sink into the connection, pressing into him, into his thrust, into the hard warmth of his entire body. Needing to be close. Needing the things that separated us not to exist.

	 

	LEARN MORE AND BUY HERE:

	https://dirtyrich.weebly.com/dirty-rich-betrayal.html
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