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ABOUT ONE MAN

	One man can change everything. That man can touch you and you tremble all over. That man can wake you up and allow you to breathe when life leaves you unable to catch your breath. For me that ONE MAN is Jax North. He's handsome, brutally so, and wealthy, money and power easily at his fingertips. He's dark, and yet, he can make me smile with a single look or word. He's a force when he walks into a room.

	Our first encounter is intense, overwhelmingly intense. I go with it. I go with him and how can I not? He's that ONE MAN for me and what a ride it is. But there are things about me that he doesn't know, he can't know, so I say goodbye. Only you don't say goodbye to a man like Jax if he doesn't want you to. I've challenged him without trying. He wants me. I don't want to want him, and yet, I crave him. He tears me down, my resistance, my walls. But those walls protect me. They seal my secrets inside. And I forget that being alone is safe. I forget that there are reasons I can’t be with Jax North. I forget that once he knows, everything will change.

	Because I need him.

	Because he's my ONE MAN.

	 

	 

	 


CHAPTER ONE

	Jax…

	The moon glows with white light and hangs low and round over the nearby ocean darkened by night as if it, like the hundreds of guests in the garden of one of the San Francisco Knight hotels, is watching the beautiful brunette and star of the night. Emma Knight, the twenty-eight-year-old heiress to the hotel chain’s worldwide empire, and who, in fact, lost her father one month ago. Now, her brother Chance rules their hotel empire and her mother has fled to Europe for reasons few, I suspect Emma included, knows. 

	But I know. 

	She stands next to Randall Montgomery, her brother's right-hand and confidant, a man who might be fit enough and decent enough looking if he didn’t act like he has a stick up his ass. A man on my radar for reasons he’ll soon regret. He wants Emma and her money. She is the furthest down the food chain of them all, and based on her history with her father, even further down than would be expected. No doubt, she inherited with her father’s death, but I wouldn’t be shocked to discover she was given a token instead of a goldmine. 

	The announcer stands at a podium and begins lavishly speaking of Emma’s father with purpose. Tonight, with women in fancy gowns and men in tuxedos, ice carved into sculptures and champagne poured in glasses, Emma is here to accept a philanthropy award on his behalf while her brother is curiously absent. If he were here, I wouldn’t be here. Neither I nor any of the North family could stand her father, not that I find her brother any more palatable. Her father is gone, though, and now Emma is the proverbial queen of the hour. And the queen, unaware that she is, has had my attention for quite some time. 

	There’s irony in the fact that I, Jax North, the eldest now of the living North family offspring is, in fact, the man who watches her. An irony she’ll understand soon, but not too soon. For now, I stand at one of the rows of white-clothed tables, deep enough beyond in the crowd of people to be as good as in the shadows, a man whose family has done business with her family for decades, though l have been in the shadows in those endeavors just as I am here now. Present but unseen. 

	Emma steps to the podium, but not before I catch a glimpse of her pale pink floor-length dress that is elegant in its simplicity, in the way it highlights her slender but womanly figure. Her hands grip the sides of the podium and for a long moment, a full minute at least, she simply looks out across the crowd but doesn’t speak. There’s a charge of expectation in the room, a sense of the crowd pushing her to speak and when finally, her pink-painted lips part, the microphone crackles and squeaks. This seems to jolt her and she laughs nervously, a soft sweet laugh to match her sweet little ass. Perhaps the only sweet things about the Knight family. 

	“Thank you all for being here,” she finally says, and her voice is strained but suitably strong. “It’s emotional to be here tonight, among those honored who are living while my father is no longer with us. To be here at a hotel that was the center of the world for him.” She cuts her stare and I can almost feel her struggling for composure, the way I struggle when I speak of my older brother. 

	“I loved my father so very much,” Emma adds, and the pain in her voice is it for me. I run a hand over the silk of my light blue tie, barely contained impatience in the action, but tonight isn’t the time; it’s not when I’m meant to find Emma and Emma me. It’s a thought that has me turning away and disappearing into the gardens, entering the hotel by a side door. I’m here in this hotel for one reason: Emma. She’s here and it’s long past due that we meet. It’s long past due that she learns about the connection between her family and mine. I stroll a carpeted hallway with elegant chandeliers dipping low at strategic locations, about to turn into the bar when I come face to face with Eric Mitchell, a man who is quite literally a genius. He’s also vice president in one of the largest corporations in the world.

	“Long time, man,” he greets, offering me his hand. It’s a strong hand, and when I look into his blue eyes, I see the man born a savant, the man who sees numbers more than words. I see the man who helped Bennett Enterprises reach beyond a legal powerhouse to a conglomerate, even before acquiring an NFL team.

	“Doesn’t Bennett own hotels, which would make you the Knights’ competition?”

	 His lips curve. “Keep your friends close and your enemies closer. I went to school with Chance. Good guy.”

	Good guy my fucking ass. “We should talk.” 

	“About?”

	“All things green. How about lunch tomorrow?”

	“I can make that happen. “

	We set-up the meeting and the ways this little encounter has inspired me are many. I cut right into a dimly lit bar that’s desolate at the moment and thank fuck for it. The damn hotel is filled to the rim for that awards ceremony. Alone suits me just fine right about now and I walk to the back of the bar and sit down in a red leather booth that overlooks a room with couches, cushy chairs, and dangling lights but also provides a curtain for privacy. The Knight name is all about luxury and comfort, but at its core, it’s about greed. At my core right now, I’m about that speech Emma was giving, about the pain at its core. That pain is why I’m here.

	A waiter appears and I order whiskey, North Whiskey, my family’s whiskey, which is in every Knight hotel in the country and beyond. I don’t give a fuck if it stays or goes or I wouldn’t be here. “Bring the bottle.”  

	He’s just filled my glass, and the glass is at my lips when Emma walks into the bar. Alone. She’s done her time on stage and ran for cover. The hotel might be hosting the event, but she isn’t. She’s halfway into the bar when voices sound behind her. She peeks over her shoulder and then with a panicked look, darts in my direction.

	To my surprise—and I don’t surprise easily—she slides into the booth with me and pulls the curtain shut. “So sorry,” she says, claiming the seat next to me. “I really need to avoid a conversation and well, breathe a moment or ten. The only way to do that is to be having a private meeting that looks as if it’s just that: private, not to be disturbed.” She takes my glass and downs my whiskey.

	Interesting that she didn’t run to Randall for comfort, but in fact ran away from him.

	She glances at me, and when her beautiful pale green eyes flecked with amber meet mine, there is a charge between us, an awareness that parts her lips and has her turning away from me. Because she knows who I am? 

	“I’ll buy that bottle of whiskey for you,” she says, “for letting me intrude.”

	A statement that either proves she has no idea who I am or that she’s playing me the way a Knight will play. 

	It doesn’t really matter. It’s like the sky opened up and delivered her right to me. “Considering I’m a North and that’s North Whiskey,” I say, refilling the glass. “I think I can handle paying for the bottle and helping the lady of the night hide out.”

	Her eyes go wide. “You’re Jax North.” She blinks. “Of course you are. You look like the North family, all tall, blond, and handsomely brooding.” She drinks a bit more. “And that’s the whiskey making me overly verbal. My father didn’t approve of me being overly verbal.”

	Except she just downed that whiskey and hasn’t been drinking all night. She’s nervous, rambling in a rather charming, vulnerable way that I find attractive, for reasons I don’t try to understand. 

	“I didn’t know ‘overly verbal’ was a thing.”

	“You didn’t know my father well, then. Actually, no one did.” She swallows hard. “Back to you.” It’s a hard push from any question I might have made about that statement “no one did.” “You really do look like your father and brother. I can’t believe I didn’t immediately place you.”

	“You mean Hunter, I assume, since my younger brother, Brody, beats to his own drum. A drum that doesn’t include running the core whiskey operation or any involvement with the Knight Hotel brand.” 

	“Yes, Hunter,” she says, and there’s a flicker in her eyes, an understanding that we’re talking about a brother that is no more with us on this earth than her father. “I met them both, briefly. I ah—” 

	I narrow my eyes on her waiting for her to finish that sentence, prodding when she does not. “You what?”

	“You—”

	“Lost them both, as you did your father,” I supply. “Yes. My father to a ski accident, a year ago next week. Six months ago next month for my brother.” I leave out the cause of death. That isn’t a place either of us wants me to go with the Knight family tonight. “And yes,” I add, “time helps, but anyone who tells you it makes the cut heal is lying. It just stops the bleeding.”

	“Thank you for saying that,” she says in a deep breath, “because if one more person tells me time will make it better, I might scream.” She softens her voice. “I’m sad to say that I barely knew your father and brother, and only know you now because of this moment in time, that you neither chose nor invited.”

	“Should I have?”

	 “Why would you? You don’t know me.” She laughs a bitter laugh. “Well, there is my family money. That’s what everyone knows and wants. They think they know my worth, but they know nothing.” 

	I don’t ask what that means. I dare to slide closer to her. I dare to allow my leg to press to hers, the current between us charming the air. “I am a North, which means that I have power and money. I don’t need yours.” 

	“Money feeds greed. What you have is never enough.”

	“There are other things to want besides money.”

	 “Do you know who I am?”

	“Emma Knight.” 

	 “Can I deny that perhaps for the rest of my life?” 

	I lean closer, the scent of her distinctly warm—amber and vanilla, I believe—my interest in this woman piqued in both expected and unexpected ways. “Why would you want to?”

	“A complicated answer to a simple question.” Her voice cracks and she turns away from me. She reaches for my glass again and downs every drop in it. She sets it down. 

	“More?” I ask.

	She glances over at me. “Yes, but I should warn you that I’m a very bad drinker.”

	I refill the glass and sip before handing it to her. She stares at the glass before her gaze lifts to my mouth. Unlike moments before, she’s now thinking of exactly what I intended: about her mouth where my mouth was moments before. “I promise to catch you if you fall,” I say softly.

	“Don’t start this relationship off by making promises you won’t even try to keep.”

	Relationship. She’s planning on this encounter leading to more, which of course could simply be because I’m now in charge of my family empire, not just the contact for all things both North and Knight. Or perhaps it’s more. I plan to make it more. 

	“I never make a promise I don’t keep,” I say, and I will catch her if she falls, because once I catch her, she’s mine. Once she’s mine, everything comes full circle.

	“Never?”

	“Never,” I assure her, “which is something my friends value and my enemies dread.”

	“Do you have many enemies?”

	“A man or woman with money and power always has enemies.” 

	Her cellphone rings and she pants out a breath. “Of course. They’re now looking for me by calling me.” She pulls her cell from her purse and glances at the number. 

	“Randall?” I ask.

	Her gaze jerks to mine. “How do you know that and him?”

	“I know a lot of people. Enemies everywhere, Emma,” I say softly, and I find myself really wanting her to listen. Really wanting to protect her, which is a contradiction to everything I would do otherwise where the Knights are concerned. “And this one wants to be in your bed. If he isn’t already.”

	“How do you know that?”

	“I told you. I know a lot of people and things.” 

	She sets her phone on the table without answering him. 

	“You aren’t going to answer?”

	“No. I’m not going to answer. I’m not ready to go back.”

	“Would you like to get out of here?”

	“And go where?”

	“A castle by the ocean.”

	She laughs. “If only.”

	“I’m serious, Emma. Come with me. I’ll take you away.”

	“Would you be asking me that if I walked away from it all?” 

	The curtain pulls back and Randall is standing there, his dark hair slicked back, his gaze sliding between the two of us and landing on me. “What the fuck are you doing here, Jax?”

	My lips quirk. “Enjoying good company and good whiskey.” I glance at Emma. “With a beautiful woman,” I add. 

	I expect her to blush and look away, but she doesn’t. For several beats she just looks at me, her stare unreadable, but the crackle in the air between us, the whip and pull of attraction, is damn near palpable. 

	“Emma,” Randall snaps, “you have people here honoring your father.”

	“Right. Responsibility calls.” Her eyes, her sea-green eyes meet mine. “Thank you, Jax. For the company and the fine whiskey.” Randall offers her his hand, but she ignores it and stands up. 

	“Don’t you want the answer to your question?” I ask. 

	She glances behind her, over her shoulder, to meet my stare. “Yes, I do.” But she doesn’t stay for an answer. She walks away, doing the impossible, considering she’s a Knight and I’m a North, as she does. She makes me crave more of her, but that changes nothing. I came here, seeking her out, for a reason. That reason hasn’t changed. 

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	Emma…

	Randall’s hand comes down on my elbow; a possessive touch that bothers me more in this moment than perhaps it might, without Jax’s warning about his intentions. “What are you thinking?” he demands softly as we weave through clusters of tables. “You’re here to represent your father.”

	My heels plant solidly on the hardwood and I whirl to face him. “Who died a month ago of a heart attack. Now my mother has fled to Europe to heal, shutting me out, barely speaking to me by phone. You do get the impact those two things have on me, right?” 

	“I get that,” he says, his fingers tightening on my elbow where he has yet to let me go. “But your brother—”

	“Was supposed to be here instead of me. He’s not here. He was supposed to be here, not me, but it’s me who’s here. Me who’s facing this, so don’t start lecturing me.”

	Surprise flickers in his eyes at my unexpected pushback which of course, is because I don’t push back; not against my father, and all orders from my brother and even Randall, were always from my father, but that is no more. My need to please him even in his death changed two weeks back when I discovered things I wish I didn’t know. “Where is your head right now?” he demands, leaning in closer, sniffing my direction. “You smell like whiskey. Drinking at a public event-”

	“Stop, Randall. Stop now. I’m not a child.” I’m a lot of things he and my family don’t know or understand. A lot of things I became to cope with this life. 

	His jaw sets hard. “I’m worried about you. It’s not like you to run off like this.”

	“My father died a month ago,” I hiss. “What is normal for a month after my father died? Please tell me because I don’t know.”

	“There she is! Emma!”

	At the sound of Marion Roger’s voice, I squeeze my eyes shut because of course, I can’t ignore one of the owners of Breeze Airlines, the hotel’s largest corporate client. But God knows, her connection to a past I’ve buried is bad enough. Now, knowing what I know of her and my father, avoidance might be smarter than looking her in the eyes and tempting myself to tell her that I know everything. A temptation, if realized, could well be dangerous and I suspect that she knows I know this. I suspect she knows that I will do almost anything to keep what is buried, buried. 

	Randall gives my arm a squeeze, a warning—no, a demand that I perform right here, right now. This from a man who wants in my bed and in my life, a man who obviously can’t see the many reasons that has never happened. I turn to greet Marion and her husband, Monroe Roger, both of whom are not more than ten years my senior, which places them just under forty. My father was fifty-five. My mother is only forty-nine, a stunning, well-aged forty-nine, that obviously, considering Marion, was still too old to please my father. 

	“Nice of you to attend tonight,” Randall greets them, offering Monroe his hand and leaving me to come toe to toe with Marion, her bouncing red curls and piercing green eyes beam with fake affection. 

	“How are you, honey?” she asks, pulling me into a suffocating hug and I swear she’s wearing the jasmine perfume my mother favors. 

	“I’m fine,” I reply tightly, pulling back. “I’m fine.”

	“You’re not,” she says, brushing my cheek in a far too intimate gesture, intimate in ways that suggests something more than friendship. An advance of sorts, one that I understand. I know how sex is used as a manipulation tool. I know in ways that no one in my family knows I understand, but they created. I don’t welcome this woman in my life in any way, shape, or form. I don’t plan to replace my father in her bed but that’s her family’s way. Fuck whoever and however you can for money and power. “You’re not okay.”

	I fold my arms in front of me. “I’m fine.”

	 “Why don’t we sit and have a drink?” Monroe suggests. 

	“I’m rather tired,” I say, welcoming the escape. 

	“Just one drink,” Monroe pushes.

	“We can do one, right, Emma?” Randall suggests. “A nightcap to help you rest?”

	My lips tighten and I think of the hell I will receive later if I decline, which motivates my agreement. “One. Yes. Of course.”

	Monroe motions to a table in the center of the room and the four of us claim our seats. The waiter is on top of us almost instantly and as everyone places their orders, heat burns my neck, drawing my gaze directly forward, landing on Jax. I ‘m now sitting across from his booth and he never pulled the curtain shut again. We stare at each other and when the waiter stops next to me and says, “Ma’am? What would you like?”

	“Irish coffee,” I say. “North Whiskey.”

	I feel the jab of Randall’s attention on me, but I ignore him. The waiter bows his head, “Of course,” and then walks away. 

	“I hear you’re scouting a location in Germany,” Monroe says, the comment directed at me, with reason. My role at the Knight Hotel empire is to scout and develop new locations. 

	“I am,” I say. “I leave in two weeks for Berlin. It will be my first time in Germany.” 

	This launches the table into sharing all their experiences in Germany, which was my intent. I wanted them talking about themselves, about their experiences, rather than asking questions about me. I don’t look at Jax again. I don’t dare for fear I’ll make my interest obvious, but he looks at me. I feel his attention, a heavy blanket that warms me far more than the coffee and the whiskey. I down my drink and order another, while no one at the table seems to even notice. Another for a lightweight like me proves a mistake. Halfway down the glass, and my head spins, while my stomach churns with an emptiness that hasn’t been properly filled in weeks. 

	I stand up and Randall catches my hand. “Where are you going?”

	“The bathroom calls me,” I say. “Loudly. I have to pee.”

	Marion laughs at my less than ladylike statement that defies my proper Emma Knight persona, but much about the Knight family now defies the proper manners I grew up being taught to be. Tugging my hand from Randall’s, I free myself, and step away from the group. I start walking and weaving through tables, quite certain there is a sway to my step, so much so that it’s embarrassing and I can’t look at Jax. My God, what am I doing? This isn’t like me. This isn’t even close to like me. I cut down a hallway and hurry to the ladies’ room. Once I’m there, I push in to find it blessedly empty. 

	I lean on the counter and mentally replay that night I’d stayed in my father’s house alone after his death, digging through my memories for the man I knew, but all I find are secrets. His secrets that are no longer secrets. I don’t know who I am anymore. I don’t know if I’ve ever known who I am. I was just who they wanted me to be. Who he wanted me to be, which is why I did things to feel something else, something that was all me, something that I now regret. I look in the mirror and study my heart-shaped face so like my mother’s, my long brown hair streaked with hints of red, while hers is a rich shiny dark brown that I always envy. My light green eyes, her green eyes. I think of all the times she and I traveled together, scouted together. And while we were away, my father played and plotted in ways I can barely fathom. 

	I push off the counter, knowing that I’m about to work myself up and that will do me no good, not when I have to go back to the table. I apply lip gloss and then open the door and suck in air as I come face to face with Jax. A man so raw and male that I pretty much melt where I stand just looking at him when this isn’t my usual reaction to men. I’m used to rich and powerful men. I’m used to the games they play, the way they chase me for my name and family money, therefore, why would I melt? But there’s something different about Jax North. Maybe right now I’m just in a place where I need a fantasy, an escape, and I just want to believe he’s different, and so I do. “Hi.”

	“Hi,” he says softly, and when I sway slightly, he catches my waist, his touch a searing brand. And Lord help me, the heat that rushes through my body tells a story. I want to branded by this man. “I thought you might need assistance.”

	I swallow against my suddenly dry throat, against the heat burning low in my belly at his touch. “Because I was walking drunk?”

	His lips, his really beautiful, somehow brutal lips, curve. “Because you’re surrounded by assholes.”

	Words that would be funny if they weren’t so accurate. “I’m afraid that’s a perpetual problem I can never escape.” 

	“A perpetual problem we accept is a choice. We choose who we surround ourselves with.”

	“You’re born into your family. That’s not a choice.”

	Even in the shadows of this dark hallway, the blue of his eyes darkens. “I wasn’t aware the company you were keeping tonight was family.”

	Just like that, alcohol and this man have exposed one of my secrets. My family is not my happy place. “Those people exist because of my family.”

	“They exist because you choose to make them exist.”

	“Spoken like a man who aligns with his family.”

	“Is that a problem for you?”

	My brow furrows with this odd response and question. “Of course not. I was making a point. You don’t have to fight with your family.” 

	“Everyone has to fight with their family. That’s called the natural law of the land.”

	“A man of wisdom and whiskey,” I say. “The latter of which exceeds my limits. A choice I made but nevertheless regret.”

	“Assholes will do that to you,” he wisely concludes.

	“Yes. All the assholes.” I laugh, a sincere laugh that surprises me. I haven’t laughed in, well, in a long time. “They multiply. The assholes that is.” I swallow hard and before I can stop myself, I’ve turned somber, and I’m adding, “Especially since my father passed.”

	His fingers flex on my waist. “You could run away.”

	“My father used to say never make a decision while running.” 

	“And mine used to say, never run from a decision,” he adds. “Sometimes standing still is, in fact, running from a decision.”

	This conversation is now traveling to a place I don’t want to travel. “I should go.” I try to move away.

	He catches my waist with both hands this time, the heat of his touch magnified by two, and when my eyes collide with his, the current between us is electric. “Don’t run from me, Emma. Run away with me.”

	“They’re waiting for me.”

	“You don’t even like them,” he says, his tone pure silk as he adds, “You like me.”

	“I don’t know you.”

	“Do you want to know me?” He lowers his voice. “Because I want to know you, Emma Knight.”

	Everything inside me warms in ways that I haven’t felt warm in a very long time, but I’m not clear-headed. I’m vulnerable right now in ways that make this dangerous. My hand flattens on his chest. “I can’t.” 

	“Can’t what?”

	“This,” I say. “Whatever this is.”

	“Why?”

	 “Emma!”

	At the sound of Marion’s voice, Jax’s chin lifts slightly, his broad chest rising with a breath. I step back from him, and his hands fall away. For a split second, maybe two, our eyes collide again, and I can’t explain it, but it’s as if we share a secret. A secret we can’t allow to be told. 

	And then suddenly Marion rounds the corner and launches herself in our direction. I turn to face her and find myself whisked into a hug. “I know this is a hard time for you. I know.” Her voice cracks with emotion that she might play off as losing a friend, but I know it’s more. I know the many ways this woman hurt my mother and I don’t know how I leave that alone. 

	 I push back from her. “I’m fine.”

	Her eyes narrow on my face. “You’re angry.”

	“I do believe that’s a phase of grief.”

	“Yes,” she says, after a pause. “I do believe it is. Randall is antsy for your return. I’ll just hurry into the ladies’ room.” She steps around me, leaving ice in the air around me as she does. A chill the man behind me will no doubt heat. I draw in a breath, preparing myself for his impact, but when I turn he’s not there. He’s disappeared down another hallway. Apparently, he didn’t want me to run away with him all that badly. And I wouldn’t have anyway. 

	Would I have? No. I would not, and yet that regret I felt when he stopped touching me is heavy and oh so undeniable. I rotate and start walking the direction I came from, but I don’t leave Jax behind. He’s already gone.

	 


CHAPTER THREE

	Emma…

	I don’t wait on Marion. I round the corner and run smack into a hard body, but oddly, I know before I look up that it’s not Jax. This man standing in front of me doesn’t charge the air when he touches me. This man doesn’t stir a burn low in my belly. Jax does these things and when I look up, I find that this man is Randall. “What are you doing?” he demands. 

	“It’s the call of Mother Nature,” I say. “I went to the bathroom.”

	“You’ve been gone a long time.” 

	 “In other words, I have a time limit while peeing. Next time I’ll be more aggressive about the toilet line.” 

	“Don’t be a smartass,” he snaps. “I was simply worried about you.”

	“Worry doesn’t sound like a reprimand. That was a reprimand.” I pull against his arm and when he lets me go, I feel relief not regret to such a degree that I wonder how I once entertained this man as my man. It was a time not so long ago, a time I feel that I was lost, when perhaps most would say now is the time of loss, and that loss is my father. I’ve lost him, but with him, I realize I’ve lost all that I thought knew of myself.

	Randall steps to my side. “I’m just trying to keep you focused,” he says. “Focusing on work keeps you from focusing on other things.”

	I don’t look at him. I don’t need him to tell me what I can or can’t do in the aftermath of my father’s sudden departure from this world. From what I know, he’s now higher up the chain of command, certainly above me, perhaps more so than he even knows, but it doesn’t matter. I don’t want what he wants. I don’t want to rule the world. All I ever wanted was—something else. Something I’m not even going to let myself entertain right now. 

	Entering the bar again, I glance toward the table where I’d sat with Jax but find it empty. He’s gone, and I don’t know how a stranger has somehow left me so damn empty. Maybe he didn’t. Maybe I’m just facing what was already there. Maybe a man and his whiskey made me stop running from the truth. I almost laugh. I haven’t finished running at all. 

	“We got you back and I lost my wife,” Monroe says as we rejoin him at the table. 

	“I’m right here,” Marion calls out and I’m whisked back into the hell of the one drink that somehow became two. I slow my drinking and order real coffee. With caffeine, the haze of booze still present, but it shifts. Now it numbs my senses just enough to makes the topics of the economy and the expansion of airlines and hotels tolerable. Funny how not that long ago, I’d have enjoyed such a conversation, once upon a time, when I wanted to please the king of our empire.

	“Aren’t you opening a Bodega Bay location?” Monroe asks, looking at me.

	“We are,” I say. “Whale watching, oceans, and wineries. It’s a perfect combination.”

	“Are you going to open a winery to compete in the region as well?” Marion asks. 

	“We’re partnering with a winemaker, so yes and no,” I reply, sipping my coffee and deciding sobering up is not working for me. I need more North Whiskey. I need more Jax North.

	“We’ll have to talk about a destination package,” Marion adds. “Bodega Bay and Breeze Airlines, a Knight/Roger partnership. Another perfect pairing between big named brands. Smart, don’t you think, Emma?”

	A partnership that has defined much of my life in ways few could understand, but Marion looks at me with a spark of awareness in her eyes. She knows I’m not what I seem. She knows I don’t want that exposed. We both know that gives her power. 

	“Partnerships hold value,” I say, but I don’t add more. I want to shut her out. I need to shut her out because my past could hurt our brand. My past is blackmail material and I don’t know how to wash that away. 

	“We’re eager to explore any partnership with the Rogers,” Randall interjects, casting me a hard side eyes. “Perhaps we should plan a couples’ trip down there.”

	Couples trip. As if he and I are a couple. That’s it. I’m done. “Speaking of which,” I say. “I have a crazy week ahead. I should hit the bed.”

	“Of course, honey,” Marion chimes in. “This has been an emotional few weeks for you.”

	Honey. My mother calls me honey. My mother, who Marion betrayed in ways no one should ever be betrayed. 

	“We should head to bed as well,” Monroe suggests, and with that, my singular escape is now gone and missed. I now must wait for the check that I’ll sign for accounting reasons and the conversation continues right up until the moment we depart from the bar. 

	Eternally this process continues, but finally, we stand and I endure another hug from Marion. “We’ll do that Bodega trip together. Let’s talk about it at the fireman’s charity event.” 

	My teeth clench and I bite back a rejection. I have no idea when that is, but I’m not going. Not if she wants to talk about a trip we take together. She leans back to study me. “A girls’ trip will be amazing. Invite your mother if you like.”

	Bitch.

	Such a bitch.

	Such a horrible person. 

	I want to smack her and even with that North Whiskey in me, I don’t. I just say nothing. “Bodega is wonderful,” is all I say. 

	A few minutes later, I step onto an elevator with Randall by my side. “Bodega is wonderful?” he challenges. “She offered to take a trip with you and that’s what you say?”

	“I’ve hit my limit right now, Randall,” I say. “I need rest. I need an emotional timeout.” The elevator dings and opens, but I don’t exit. I turn to Randall. “I know my father wasn’t your father, but surely you can understand that this affects me. Tonight was about him. Tonight is not every night.”

	With that, now I exit the car, walking to my right, toward my suite. I’ve barely made it to my door and Randall is there. My hand fumbles with the key and damn it, it’s now on the ground. I grab it and by the time I stand up, he’s closer. He’s so damn close. I rotate and he’s there, hand on the doorjamb above my head. “Randall,” I bite out. “Timeout means timeout.”

	“I think you need someone to talk to. Let me be there for you.” 

	“Be there for me? You have been riding me like I’m a problem pet who won’t behave.” The elevator dings, a sound that echoes in my mind with the promise of company and an excuse to push him away.

	“If I’ve been overbearing—”

	“You have,” I say. “Step back.” 

	Instead, his hand settles at my waist. Instinct is instant and I shove him back. “Stop, Randall.”

	He steps into me, that hand still at my hip, and anger surges through me. “Emma—”

	“Stop,” I order. “Stop right now.”

	 “Problem?”

	At the familiar voice, Randall’s hands fall away from me and he turns to face Jax. “Jax North. Never where you’re supposed to be, now are you?”

	“Seems like I’m exactly where she needs me to be. Step away and let her go into her room.”

	The air around Randall snaps and pops. “Who the fuck do you think you are?” 

	“A man of little patience,” Jax replies all cool composure, “as you well know.” A statement that infers a history I don’t expect. “Just as we both know,” Jax adds, “that she’s a Knight and you are not.”

	If there was anything that could hit a nerve with Randall, it’s this, and I’m certain, for reasons I don’t understand, Jax knows this and knows it well. It’s also everything I want to say to Randall but have not, not in the way Jax just did, and for reasons I’m not certain I can live with going forward. 

	“Spoken like the son who only inherited when everyone who mattered in his family died,” Randall replies dryly.

	Jax’s eyes meet mine from over Randall’s shoulder and there is something cutting in his stare, something cold that wasn’t there before, as if he feels I am one with Randall. I shake my head, silently rejecting such words but he’s stone, unreadable stone. “Do you really want to travel this path you’re traveling right now, Randall?” he asks, his gaze shifting back to the other man. 

	“I could pull your business,” Randall threatens.

	“And I’m certain she could overrule you.”

	She being me, but he’s wrong. I don’t have that power, now more so than ever. Randall makes an amused sound. “You know nothing about her or our operation, Jax North.” 

	“I know that you’re acting like an asshole,” Jax replies. “Think about it, man. Tonight is not the night.”

	Tonight is not the night. He means because of my father. Doesn’t he? Why do I feel like there is something more there, something between these two that I don’t understand? Jax steps closer to Randall and speaks softly, whatever he’s said escaping my ears, but it reaches Randall’s. A telling tale I read from the stiffening of his spine, the tension rolling along his shoulders that even beneath his suit jacket cannot be missed.  

	A second passes, then two, and I can’t see anything but Randall’s back. I can’t hear them speak either but suddenly they turn to leave and disappear around the corner. I breathe out, my posture softening. What just happened? A part of me wants to charge after them. A part of me feels like this battle that just erupted is about me and therefore I have a responsibility to end it, but is it? I felt a familiar energy between them. I read something unspoken in their exchange. I suck in a breath when I understand what happened tonight. I sat down with Jax and made myself a target, or rather, a weapon he could use against Randall. 

	I can almost feel the slice of the emotional blade, the pain of yet another person using me and this one, this one almost succeeded. This is exactly why everything I do for me has to be anonymous, has to be outside this world of cut and be cut. I was drawn to Jax. I wanted Jax. I wanted him to the point that had he pushed just a little bit harder, at just the right moment, I might have ended up naked with that man. Stupidity is hard to swallow and I rotate and face the door, shoving the key in front of the sensor. Once I’m inside, I lean on the door and swallow against the tightness in my throat. Why am I even staying the night? I live in the city. I don’t have any desire to turn breakfast into business contacts. I’m suffocating in the Knight empire.

	Decision made, I grab my phone, book an Uber, and with it only fifteen minutes out, hurry deeper into my suite, where I quickly change into jeans, sneakers and a baseball cap that will allow me to get out of here without the likelihood of garnering notice. Packing takes me another ten minutes and since Randall hasn’t shown up, my escape holds hope. Hurrying to the door, I peek into the hallway to find it empty. My overnight bag is light and I take the stairs, heading down twenty flights, but that’s fine. I need to clear the booze out of my system that’s still hazing my mind. Once I’m on the ground level, I pull the cap down lower and enter the lobby. 

	Finding it sparsely populated, I exit to the street and spy my Uber right away. Dashing that direction, I open the rear door, toss my bag inside and greet the driver. I’m about to climb inside when a prickle on my neck is impossible to ignore. I turn and scan the area around me, my eyes landing hard on the tall, good looking man standing just outside the hotel entrance: Jax. Jax is standing there, and I swear the weight of his stare heats my skin, calls me to him, the look in his eyes leaving me no question. He’s looking for me. He’s found me. 

	But I can’t stay.

	Because there is one certainty I know, one that I feel to my soul. Once I get involved with that man, there is no turning back. And there is no question, there’s no coming back from where he takes me. There’s no recovery from what Jax North would do to me. I get into my Uber and shut the door. “Drive, please,” I say, but I don’t breathe easier when we begin to pull away. I barely breathe at all. 

	 


CHAPTER FOUR

	Jax…

	I was right.

	Now is not our time. It was never supposed to be our time. That meeting with Eric Mitchell comes first. I watch her drive away, the woman I came here for and I let her go. I let her go and with good reason: I want her too much. That wasn’t a part of the plan. I stood there with her by that bathroom and I willed her to be anyone but a Knight. I convinced myself that she wasn’t one of them, and that she needed to be saved from the Knight family curse. A curse I plan to create. Then it happened. Randall brought up my dead family in front of her and I knew I had to be wrong. 

	She is one of them.

	And yet, I stand here, the cool air off the ocean washing over the heat radiating off of me; one part anger, one part desire for a woman who denies knowing my brother when I know she knew him, but at least I now understand how the Knights took him down. They, or rather Emma Knight, is a bit like a drug that you want to taste even before she touches your tongue. She could lure a man to hell and he’d never want to come back, but I won’t be following Emma or pursuing her at all. I won’t have to. 

	Tonight I set the trap.

	Tonight I ensured that she will come to me. 

	And my castle awaits. 

	 


CHAPTER FIVE

	Emma…

	The Uber ride is silent but for the hum of the engine, streetlights splintering the darkness in bursts that fade quickly only to return, refusing to allow me to disappear. The way my father’s secrets refuse to allow him to rest in peace, or perhaps it’s me that can’t find peace. Tonight I stood in a crowd and pretended I was the same person I was a month ago, when I can never be that person again. The question though becomes, who am I now? 

	The car halts in front of the Folsom Street tower, a high-end property partially owned by the Knight corporation, and used for rental income and personal use. In various locations, this thirty-floor building is home to me, my brother, and my parents, or rather, my mother. Exiting the car, the cool night air, made cold by the wind off the nearby ocean, lifts my hair off my neck and drives me into a hurried pace, though the truth is, I feel like there’s more than wind at my back. The relief I feel when I enter the lobby—a compact but modern design with low hanging lights that screams of a luxury hotel the kind that suits the Knight brand—is momentary. I fear I would seem spoiled to anyone who didn’t really know better, but luxury is suffocating me. It’s a façade, like my bank account and status in this family. 

	I enter the elevator and punch in my code, but I don’t head to my one-bedroom apartment I’ve leased the past six years. Nor do I travel to the twenty-ninth floor where Chance lives. He’s hiding out in nearby Sonoma anyway, under the guise of business, but I know better. He simply didn’t want to accept that award tonight for our father, almost to the point of odd, and I wonder how much he knows about dad that I never knew. I shove that thought aside because I can’t lose my brother now too, and Chance—Chance isn’t my father. 

	The elevator dings my arrival at the penthouse level, to my parents’ floor, my mother’s home now that I’m to look after while she’s gone. Right now, I’m not sure she’s coming back, but then, the blow of learning about Marion after my father died crushed her. That’s why I’m here now. I don’t know what else she might know, but if she knows what I know, I’m not sure she’d survive the blow. I’m not sure what I should do with what I know, but I have to make sure that she doesn’t get the chance to feel that pain. 

	The doors open directly into my parents’ home—I can’t seem to think of it any other way—and I step inside, lights automatically flickering on in the foyer and illuminating the half-moon shaped hallway before me. An odd prickling on my neck has me hugging myself and turning to ensure that the elevator seals shut. Without the code, no one can get inside, but in today’s technology-driven world, that elevator has always made me nervous. It is what it is though, and I accept it, but not lamely. I turn on the security system and then hurry down around the corner, dark hardwood absorbing my heavy steps.

	Entering the living room, I pass the grand piano and cross through a sitting area framed by magnificent towering windows, to halt at the double doors to my father’s office. My hands grip the knobs but I hesitate to open the doors and I know why. This room was his private space and it’s now the tomb of his real self, even if his body has left this earth. A self I don’t fully understand, but I think—no, I know—that if tonight proved anything to me, it’s that I’m reacting to situations, not controlling them. That has to end. And so, I open the doors, and I dive deeper into the hell of shark-infested waters. 

	Entering the room, a hint of an earthy cigar scent tinges the air, a cigar my father enjoyed in this very room, and try as I might, I can’t squash the emotions clawing at my chest. Those feelings, all the mishmash of feelings, are here, they’re present, they aren’t going away. And so I carry them with me as I walk to the desk surrounded by bookshelves, shelves filled with every type of book imaginable, books that I used to spend hours exploring, reading, loving. Hours with my father, who educated me, challenged me, loved me. I know he loved me. I just—I don’t know if he deserved my love.  

	I sit down and open a drawer, pulling out a folder that is buried deep in the midst of many files, and I remove the large envelope I plan to take with me. In turn, just to be safe, I grab an accordion file thick with documents. Shutting the drawer, I then do what I shouldn’t do here and now, but rather later. I open the file and remove the leather journal inside where my father kept all the words he didn’t dare speak or register electronically. My heart starts to race as I flip in hunt of the page I need to read again. I need to review it again because I need to be wrong about what I think I’d read. That’s why I’m here, I realize. Not to take charge, but to disprove my own memory. 

	I flip so fast that I nick my finger, a sharp sensation followed by blood pooling, but I don’t stop looking for what I seek. I snag a tissue and wrap my wound, my hand shaking as I stop on the page I seek. My eyes land on the middle of neatly written words, words that were crafted with thought and precision, not rushed in an emotional frenzy. I swallow hard as I read: We were all better off when he was dead. The shaking overtakes my entire body and I look down to find blood seeping through the tissue on my finger. 

	 


CHAPTER SIX

	Emma…

	The women in my life are many, too many, but only one really matters…

	I wake Saturday morning to the doorbell, sitting up in the center of my bed, my father’s journal falling from my lap, those words, his written words, and so many more burned into my mind. Papers are scattered around me, the accordion file I’d found in my father’s office emptied into random piles. I grab the journal and fling it across the room. He didn’t name names or give specifics about anything or anyone, but he still said plenty. I was worried about my secrets destroying this family. My secrets are nothing. I am nothing to him. The doorbell sounds again and I groan with the certainty that it’s a delivery of some sort that I don’t want, but I can’t stand not knowing. 

	Climbing over the top of the papers, I perch on the edge of the mattress and glance down at my leggings and thick tank top and decide I’m suitably dressed. The doorbell rings yet again with a determined visitor, a delivery a building staff person isn’t allowed to leave at the door, no doubt. With a huffed breath, I cave to the fact that whoever this is isn’t going away. Pushing to my feet, I cross the bedroom and bound down the stairs to the living room that frames my front door. “Who is it?” I ask, wondering what time it is, because I truly have no idea.

	“Open up, Bird Dog.”

	Even if I didn’t recognize Chance’s voice, no one else calls me Bird Dog, and thank God for it. I unlock the door and open it to find my brother standing there, his dark hair a rumpled mess, his sweats and T-shirt telling me that he just came from his habitual weekend run. The one he hasn’t taken since dad died. The two Starbucks coffee cups in his hands telling me why he believes he can get a say with that old nickname. “I hate when you call me that.”

	He pushes off the doorframe his muscular shoulder is holding up and offers me a coffee. “If it fits, you must acquit.” I roll my eyes and accept the coffee.

	“Bird Dog does not fit me.”

	“Back in the day, you were always chasing my secrets to tell mom and dad. Now you chase property for the Knight hotels. It fits. Drink your damn coffee.”

	I sip the white mocha with approval. “This is the only reason you get to come in.” I back up and head toward the living room, claiming my big olive-colored chair that accents my cream-colored couch. “Especially since you made me go alone last night.”

	“Randall was there,” he says, shutting the door. 

	“Randall,” I say. “Really? You think that brought me comfort? He acted like my grief was an inconvenience.”

	“He was just trying to get you out of your own head.” He sits on the other olive chair across from me and sets his cup on the glass coffee table, the muscles in his arms drawing my attention again. 

	My brow furrows. He might not have been running, but he was doing something. “Are you living at the gym, or what? Because you haven’t been living at the office, like usual, which isn’t a bad thing. Just an observation.”

	“We each deal with things how we deal with things. And I have my shit together. Shit’s getting done.” He leans forward and rests his elbows on his knees. “I shouldn’t have let you go alone last night. I don’t know why an award for dad fucked with my head so badly.”

	I burn to talk to him about all I know and all I’ve discovered, but my brother is a good man. I don’t believe that he’s involved in anything I’ve discovered. The question is, do I destroy him by telling him the truth about our father, or do I destroy him by staying silent and risking some of it biting him in the ass? Right now he has plausible deniability to all things in that accordion file and journal.

	“Was it really bad?” he asks. 

	“Of course it was really bad, but Randall made it worse than it had to be. I can’t believe dad made him his executor and not you.”

	His jaw clenches. “Neither can I, but I do have a soft spot for you and he knew that. Randall—”

	“Wants control for the rest of my life. That won’t happen. You know that, right? I know you’re close to him, but he’s not for me.”

	“I know that, but dad hoped—”

	“I know what he hoped and he gave him control to try to force me to marry Randall. I’ll walk away from everything before I do that.”

	“I know you will.” He reaches into his pocket and sets a check on the table. “That’s to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

	“What is this?” I set my cup down and grab the check, opening it to read a seven-figure sum. I tear it up. “I’m not taking that.”

	“Fuck, sis, I’m low on checks. I’ll just wire it to you.”

	“I’m not taking your money.”

	“It’s our money. Dad—I loved him, but he fucked you over on this. I’m not doing the same.”

	My heart squeezes. “I’m not taking your money.”

	“It’s our money. That’s just how it is. I’m going to tell Randall to release any funds the will allows him to release to you.” 

	“That’s nothing,” I say. “Nothing for another seven years and only if Randall signs off.”

	“I’m going to make him sign it the fuck over to me.”

	“You can’t do that,” I remind him. “I read the fine print. Did you?”

	“No, but you’ve got to be kidding me. That can’t be right. He can’t release you?”

	“Nope. Dad knew you’d make him hand over my trust, so he ensured you can’t.” 

	He curses. “What the hell was he thinking?”

	“It doesn’t matter. My trip to Germany will be my sanity. I need a break from Randall.”

	“I’ll rein him in,” he promises. “And I’m going with you tonight.”

	My brow furrows. “Tonight?”

	“The fireman’s charity event.”

	“That’s tonight? Oh God, Chance. I can’t do more Marion Roger tonight. Do I really need to go?”

	“I need to saddle back up and I know it. Saddle up with me because every fucking time someone tells me they’re sorry for my loss, I will slit my wrist.”

	“Don’t say that,” I chide, knotting up just hearing him say such a thing.

	“You know I wouldn’t off myself. That’s not me.”

	“We just lost dad,” I remind him. “You haven’t exactly been yourself.”

	He draws a deep breath and exhales. “Look. Sis. I get it. I’ve checked out but I’m back.”

	“Are you?”

	“I am. I was never really all that checked out. Taking over the entire Knight operation for dad comes with a price. I’m wearing a target on my chest and I needed some time to assess a few things dad handled on his own before I interacted with a number of people. I have my plan. I’m ready to move forward.”

	“Why didn’t you just tell me that?”

	“Because I didn’t want to make it worse for you. I wanted you to grieve in peace, even if I couldn’t.” His cellphone rings and he grabs it from his pocket. “That’s Randall. I’m meeting him for coffee to review some work. I’ll be back Monday morning, and everyone will know it.” He picks up his coffee and stands up. “Go back to bed. It’s early.”

	“How early?”

	“Eight.”

	My eyes go wide. “My God, how early did you run?”

	“Six. And speaking of time, I’ll pick you up for the party at seven?” His tone softens. “It’s on a yacht, Emma.”

	My mind flashes back to a month earlier, to the shiny black casket sitting on the deck of the yacht, the cold breeze off the ocean, and my trembling body. “Chance,” I breathe out desperately. “Surely people would understand us skipping this.”

	“They would,” he says, “but they’d also see us as weak and vulnerable. We need to go. For us and for dad.” 

	I swallow hard, fighting back the bitterness I feel toward my father right now. Fighting the guilt that follows. “I’m running away to Germany after the party.”

	“Not for two weeks.” He winks. “I can give you lots of hell between now and then, Bird Dog.”

	I laugh despite everything cutting and biting inside me and Chance is already at the door. “Hey,” I say, “is Randall going to be there?”

	“Yes,” he says, “but I’m going to meet him, remember? I’ll pull him back.”

	“Thank you, Chance.”

	“Anything for you, little sis.”

	He opens the door and leaves. He’s gone and I’m alone. I don’t know why that feels significant right now, but then, secrets have a way of making you feel isolated. I also don’t know why this makes me think about Jax North, or why I grab my computer and power it up to google his name. I pull up a photo of his father, two brothers, but there is no shot of his mother. His father died skiing accident, as he told me. His youngest brother owns and operates a series of cigar bars. Jax runs the North Whiskey brand and does so since his brother died at only thirty-six years old, but I can’t find anything that tells me how he died. There is nothing about his mother at all. 

	That’s odd and I wonder what story there is to tell. I wonder if Jax and his family have secrets. I wonder if they’re in my father’s journal. It’s a silly thought. Of course, they aren’t.

	 


CHAPTER SEVEN

	Emma…

	Chance pulls his BMW up to the pier and two paid attendants open our doors. “I’m with you all the way, sis,” Chance promises, giving my arm a squeeze. You just might not know how damn glad I am that you’re with me, too.” 

	This confession sideswipes me despite our closeness. Chance is strong, too strong at times, dogmatic about everything he’s passionate about and passionate about everything to do with Knight brand, but death can unwind even the strongest of people. 

	We share a look that says we both know we’re on our own—mom checked out, dad is gone—but we have each other, before we break away and exit the car. I step to the sidewalk and into a cold blast of wind that lifts my hair from my neck, shooting a chill down my spine. I pull my velvet jacket up around the black lace knee-length dress I’m wearing, deciding my thigh-high tights and knee-high boots might not be formal, but they were smart choices. San Francisco is chilly no matter what the time of the year, every inch gusting with ocean waters; but even more so this close to the water that only a month before hosted a goodbye to my father.

	Chance joins me, looking handsome as usual in a tuxedo and I swear it’s as if Randall has radar on us. We haven’t even started walking toward the boat when he’s joining us, his eyes on me. “You look lovely, Emma, but then you always do.”

	“Spoken like a man trying to make up for being a complete jerk last night,” I say, “but thank you nonetheless.”

	Chance laughs. “That puts things into perspective now, doesn’t it? Do you have something more direct to say to her, Randall?”

	Randall’s expression tightens. “I’m sorry, Emma.” 

	“Apology accepted,” I say, “despite it sounding like you’re sucking on a lemon while delivering it. And don’t act like that again.”

	“Understood,” he says, with so much ease that I know Chance has been good to his word, as I always know I can expect with him. “And for the record,” he adds. “I’m not holding you hostage the way your father intended his will to hold you hostage. But I can’t change how it’s written.”

	“Just how you act,” I comment. 

	“Agreed,” he concedes. “I’ve been a dick. Correction to my attitude in place.”

	I have no idea what my brother said to Randall, but for the first time in a long time, I remember why he’s my brother’s right-hand man. It’s not easy to eat crow and he just did. I give Randall a tiny nod, acceptance there, but I don’t go overboard, for fear that will give him a ticket to overreact again.

	Chance seems to approve of my response, offering me his arm and the three of us make our way toward the party, which is in full swing as we step onto the main deck. The boat accommodates what I’d guess to be a thousand guests. Tonight there appears to be about half of that present. We fade into the crowd, pulled into a conversation with one person after another greets us. It’s bearable torture with Chance by my side, amusing, too, as the string of women that try to garner his attention become downright comical. One pretty blonde, the head of the local Muscular Dystrophy Association, who is rather sweet seems to truly interest him and I believe she’s without an agenda beyond her charity. 

	I’m listening to her tell a story when awareness grabs me, my gaze lifting and scanning for a source. My eyes cut through a gap between bodies to collide with that of the man standing at the railing some distance away. I jolt with awareness, my heart instantly skipping a beat. Jax. Jax is here and not only is the boat suddenly warmer, I decide right then that the only person on planet earth that looks better in a tux than my brother is this man. I have to force myself to remember that he and Randall had an interaction that made me question his agenda. I have to force myself to remember that there is a price for being vulnerable which I’ve learned the hard way, too hard to forget now. 

	“You know Jax North?” Chance asks, leaning in close. 

	I tear my gaze from Jax’s and focus on my brother. “We met last night.”

	 “And you obviously made an impression,” he states. “Interesting.”

	My brows furrow. “What does that mean?”

	“He won’t even talk to me or Randall,” Chance informs me. 

	“He spoke to Randall last night,” I correct. “They had words. Not good ones either.”

	“Holy fuck,” he grumbles. “Why the hell did they have words?”

	“Jax overhead him being a jerk to me. Jax came to my defense and Randall, in turn, was a jerk to Jax. Randall threatened to pull his business.”

	“Damn it to hell. Randall, you little prick,” he mumbles under his breath before he motions to the blonde we’ve been talking to. “Let me find you in a few minutes, okay?”

	She nods and walks away while Chance turns to face me. “Randall knows I’m trying to connect with Jax.” 

	“What’s the deal here, Chance? Isn’t Jax a vendor? Why are you trying to connect with him? And why not just walk over to him and talk to him now?”

	“Dad wanted to buy their property to convert it into a bed and breakfast. It was a passion project of his. I have no idea why, but it was.”

	“I’m the one who does property development. Why don’t I know about this?” My gut twists. “Never mind. I know why. He didn’t trust me.”

	“He didn’t trust me either. This was some personal thing to him. I want to know why but we never will. Hell, I’d like to make this happen, in dad’s honor, you know?”

	“Why didn’t you talk to me about this?”

	“I haven’t given it a lot of thought until now. I tried to call Jax and he blew me off. Maybe you can talk to him. Maybe we could make this happen in dad’s memory.”

	I’m not big on anything to honor dad’s memory, but that’s not where my head is right now. Suddenly, Jax isn’t the one who wants something from me. We’re the ones who want something from Jax and I now wonder if I’d considered the Norths as source material for my dad’s journal for a reason. Is there something I know that I don’t realize I know or something I read that triggered that thought? “Emma?”

	I blink Chance back into view. “Sorry. If the opportunity arises, I’ll talk to Jax, but Randall really pissed him off last night.” And I blew him off with the assumption that he was the one with the agenda. “Talk to your pretty blonde. You don’t date enough. I like her.”

	“She’s too nice for me,” he says, winking. “I’ll find you soon.” He disappears into the crowd and I hunt for a visual of Jax I can’t find, and really, do I want to approach him with my own agenda? I don’t. I hate when people do that to me. 

	I decide to head downstairs and check out the food tables. 

	A plan that works well right up until I walk straight into Marion’s path. She’s in a silver, low-cut gown I’m certain my father would appreciate and his words play in my head: The women in my life are many, too many, but only one really matters. I wonder if she’s the one who mattered?

	“There you are,” she greets. “I need to run to chat with a client, but I have a surprise for you.” She squeezes my arm. “I’ll find you in a few minutes.” She steps away from me and unease rolls through me, a foreboding sensation that might be me working myself up over the journal. Or maybe it’s the journal making me aware of just how good this woman does bad. 

	My heart is racing and I yank my coat tighter around me, hurrying down the steps. A waiter passes with glasses of champagne I’d passed on earlier. I accept one, down it, and offer him my glass, which I replace with a full glass. I then walk straight through the crowd and exit to the outdoor balcony, which the cold night has left empty, and the boat isn’t even moving. Good. I need the alone time when ironically, I’d hated being alone just this morning. 

	“Careful,” a familiar male voice says. “It might be a little too easy to take advantage of you out here.” 

	Jax steps to the railing beside me and when I look at him, when our eyes meet, I’m melting right here in the chilly night air. “I didn’t expect you to be here.”

	“How disappointing,” he says, and we turn in unison, facing each other, each with an elbow on the railing. He’s close, so much closer than I’d realized, the scent of his musky, earthy cologne lifting in the ocean breeze, teasing my senses. Those intelligent blue eyes piercing. “Because if you didn’t expect me,” he adds, “then you must be inviting someone else to take advantage of you.”

	“I’m not as easy to take advantage of as you might think.”

	His lips quirk. “Is that an invitation for me to try?”

	 


CHAPTER EIGHT

	Emma…

	“Do you want to take advantage of me?” I ask. 

	His lips hint at a smile, his eyes warm. “Do you really want me to answer that question?”

	“Yes,” I dare. “I do.”

	“Then yes, I believe I do.” His eyes twinkle with mischief. “But only if you’re a willing victim.”

	“Hmmm,” I say. “I’m not sure I like that word victim.”

	“Hmmm,” he replies. “Well then, I guess I’ll consider that a challenge.”

	I smile. “Will you now?”

	“Yes. I will. Are you going to run again?”

	“I didn’t run.”

	He arches a brow. 

	“I left. I live in town. I wanted to be in my own bed.”

	“And not mine?”

	“That’s very direct,” I say. 

	“You prefer I play games?” 

	“No,” I assure him. “I have enough people in my life that do that without adding another.”

	“Since I don’t like games, we should get along well.” He reaches over and covers my hand where it holds my glass, our eyes colliding, holding, as he brings it to his lips. He pauses there, his eyes holding mine as he drinks the bubbling liquid, a message of intended intimacy in the action. 

	Heat pulls low in my belly and I can barely breathe. I feel him in all parts of me, in ways I do not expect. 

	“No North Whiskey?” he asks, his hands slowly sliding away from mine, leaving me aching for the next time he will touch me, certain that he will, anxious for that moment.

	“We settle for what we can get,” I say.

	“Never settle for anything but what you really want. What do you want, Emma?”

	You, I think, but he already knows that. “For now, I’ll settle for you telling me what happened between you and Randall last night.”

	 He arches a brow. “He didn’t tell you?”

	“Randall and I don’t talk much.”

	“He wants to fuck you.”

	If he wants to shock me, he’s failed. “He wants what he thinks I can give him.”

	“You discount your beauty,” he states simply as if this is fact, not seduction. “Why?”

	Somehow it’s both coming from him. 

	He thinks I’m beautiful and I can’t deny my pleasure at this confession, only with him it’s not a confession, I remind myself. He’s confident in who he is and sure about his thoughts and desires. Somehow that makes his declaration of my beauty mean more than it would from someone else. “Because I’ve known Randall for years. My father treated him like a son and yet he didn’t inherit.” 

	He studies me a long moment. “And now, more than ever, he sees you as a path to make his role in the family permanent.”

	I don’t confirm or deny that statement. I don’t know Jax well enough to trust him with that kind of exposure on my part. I’ve said too much as it is but Randall just won’t give up and yet he walked away last night. He didn’t even know I left the hotel. It’s an odd occurrence, one I’d like explained for reasons that have nothing to do with Randall, not directly that is, and everything to do with a month of discoveries about my family. 

	“You didn’t answer my question,” I remind him. “What happened between you and Randall?”

	He studies me a moment and I think he might resist my redirection, but he doesn’t. “He asked me to step into the lobby, and then he got a text message and left. I waited to have a word or ten with him but he never returned.”

	A text message? That pulls me back to the oddity of Randall’s disappearance. What was that all about? 

	Jax continues, pulling me back to a better moment, the one here, with him. “I’d prefer to tell you that he was driven away by my wit and brawn—after all, I do like to impress a beautiful lady, but I can’t.” 

	 “I don’t think you try to impress anyone,” I say, that observation one I realize now attracts me to him. I return to my thoughts a moment before, that confidence he exudes. He wears his own skin with pride, an enviable trait, when I wear my skin like an obligation, a reality I’m now beginning to face, to own.

	He arches a brow. “Is that right?”

	“Isn’t it?” I challenge.

	“My father taught me that impressing others comes with a price. And that price is their power over us.”

	He hits so many nerves with those words that I can feel them all prickling to life. “And yet you want to impress me?”

	He leans closer. “In defiance of all that I am and all that I want to be, yes. I find I do. You interest me, Emma, and I don’t find I’m interested in many people.”

	Heat burns a path up my neck and I can feel blood rush to my face and every part of my body. It would be so very easy to just allow this man to pull me under, and perhaps I will, but not yet. Not yet. “And you just left right along with Randall last night?”

	“You left while I waited on Randall and,” he catches my hand and leans in closer again. “We’re here now. Perhaps, it’s fate.”

	 “You believe in fate?” I query, surprised that a worldly man such as Jax would believe in what amounts to superstition. 

	“I believe in karma and I’d like to think I’m deserving.” 

	It’s an odd answer that feels as if it’s two sides of the same coin. “I don’t,” I say and I don’t offer more but oh how I could. Oh how the past month has changed my perspective on all things life-related. 

	His brow arches. “You don’t believe in karma?”

	“No,” I confirm. “I don’t believe in karma.”

	“Do you know what they say about people who don’t believe in karma?”

	There’s a crackle of unease inside me with good cause. I don’t need much of an imagination to conclude an answer that I don’t want to speak or hear.

	“Jax.” At the sound of a woman’s voice, I expect Jax to turn, but he doesn’t. 

	“Yes, Rebecca?”

	“There’s a problem with one of the shipments. Can I see you, please?”

	“I donated the bar tonight,” he says to me. “I’ll bring you back a taste of something North.”

	I laugh at the double entendre that clearly references my drink and him, turning back to the railing with the first real smile on my lips in a month. No. No, if I’m honest with myself, it’s been far longer. I knew there was something off with my father. I knew for a long time and I never spoke up. My mind travels back in time, trying to find the moment I’d connected with that idea, weeding through moments until there’s a shift in the energy behind me.

	I smile at the idea of Jax re-joining me, but a clawing sensation rushes over me just before he steps to my side, and says, “Hello, Emma.”

	This is not Jax. I know this even before I whirl around to face him. He’s Marion’s surprise. He’s my nightmare. 

	 


CHAPTER NINE

	Emma…

	He’s the reason I don’t believe in karma because he never gets his. I do. York Waters is a billionaire, the heir apparent to the Waters’ yacht and boat empire, for most of the time I knew him, until he inherited. He’s also my ex-fiancé. A man who is tall, dark and good looking personified. A man of power and money. A man who knows more about me than I want to know about myself. He is every mistake I have ever made. He is the secrets I keep. He is arrogant, and as I have learned, dangerous. 

	 “What do you want, York?” I demand, knowing this man well enough to know that he does nothing without a self-serving agenda. 

	“I was out of the country when your father died. I wanted to come and check on you.” 

	 “Sorry to disappoint you,” I say, knowing what he wants, what he’s always wanted, “but I didn’t inherit. Perhaps you could date Randall, my brother’s right-hand man. He’s now been given more power than me.”

	He steps closer and I step back because yes, I believe in standing my ground, but this is York. This is a man who convinced me to do things I barely know as me. His gray eyes spark with sharp, distinct interest.

	“Running?” he challenges, and coming from him rather than Jax, it feels different, like a threat. Like I’ve made myself his prey. 

	 “Running is a reaction,” I say. “I’m making a decision to say no. No. That’s my safe word, remember?”

	His lips quirk. “I don’t believe in safe words. Remember?”

	“And there you go,” I say coolly when indeed, I remember all too well. “One statement that personifies the beginning, middle, and end of you and me.”

	“Stop,” he says, his gray eyes glinting steel. “Stop drawing the line neither of us wants drawn. I’ll step over it. Why make me?”

	He’s wrong. I don’t just want a line between me and him, I want a wall. “I told you, York. I didn’t inherit.” 

	“And I told you, I wanted to check on you.” He steps to me again and this time, I don’t back away. He’s close, too close, when Jax couldn’t be close enough. “No one knows you like I know you. I’m your safe place. I’m the one who knows all of your secrets. I’ve always kept them between us. I’ve always protected you and your family.” 

	In other words, he will destroy me and my family if I cross him and his family. Marion must have sensed that I knew about the affair. She wasn’t willing to risk me telling and her losing the husband that gave her Breeze Airlines. Or there is more to this. Something else they think I know, but I don’t know at all. The something else, combined with things I read in my father’s journals, is the only reason I rein myself in when I want to back him up in every possible way. 

	“York Waters.” 

	At Jax’s voice, I jolt, and instinctively rotate to find him standing just inside the patio, while York does the same.

	“Jax North,” York says. “How the hell have you been?” It’s a familiar greeting that gives me pause and reminds me of the similarities of my conversations with each man, the reference to me running. Are they friends? Is this all just one of York’s head games?

	Any second, I expect Jax will join us. They will crowd me. They will play the game of power and submission, but that’s not what happens. York crosses to greet Jax, but any relief I feel by the distance quickly fades with the familiar way these two interact. Maybe this isn’t a game, but if these two are friends, I know more about Jax than I ever wanted to know. 

	The two men shake hands and I tell myself this formal greeting defies true friendship, but I’m too soon off my father’s death, too clear on his sins, thanks to that journal, to risk being cornered. A cluster of a good six people joins us outside and I embrace the opportunity this presents. In a rush of fancy dresses and tuxedos, I find easy passage, slipping back inside the yacht. Once there, with sure footing, I cut through the crowd and make my way to the top deck. Scanning the crowd for Chance, hoping to avoid him so as not to give York a chance to use my brother against me, I fail. 

	Chance steps in front of me. “There you are. How’d it go?” 

	“York is here,” I say, a detail that he’ll understand is awkward for me, despite the fact that the two of them are old college buddies and still golf on occasion. They wouldn’t if Chance knew what I know about York, but I can’t tell him without exposing a piece of me that I don’t want exposed. “Between him tonight and Randall last night, I need that timeout, Chance. I’m going to catch an Uber.” 

	“Stay. I’ll run cover for you.”

	I squeeze his arm. “Why don’t we both just leave?”

	“The President of Nations Bank is here. He wants to talk. Right after—”

	“Chance,” I plead softly, desperate to escape before York somehow uses Chance to pull me into the damn belly of his sins. “You took a timeout last night,” I add. “I need one now.”

	The blonde, whose name I suddenly can’t remember, joins us again. “Chance, I was hoping to ask you one more question.”

	His eyes warm with the prospect and I squeeze his arm again. “I’ll see you Monday at the office.”

	“You’re sure?” he asks, concern in his eyes. 

	“Positive,” I assure him, offering him a hug before I rotate away from him and disappear into the crowd. 

	Somehow, I manage to navigate the deck and make it to the exit without being stopped. Once I’m street-side, I walk a block to the main pier and sit down on a bench where I order an Uber. It’s going to be a twenty-five minute wait, which means there must be a cluster of conventions in town. Huddling into my jacket, the cold wind off the ocean is nothing compared to the cold chill of seeing York again. I start replaying everything that happened and rather than focusing on York, it’s Jax that consumes me. Jax whose lips on my glass have me thinking about his lips on my lips. Jax who I would have been a fool for and willingly too, I do believe. 

	Minutes pass by and my Uber doesn’t arrive. It’s been twenty-five minutes. I need to walk. Forget the Uber. I take off toward the corner when I suddenly hear, “Emma,” in a deep, masculine, and now familiar voice. 

	I turn to my left and find Jax’s long, lean, muscular body stepping out of the rear of an SUV, the kind of SUV car services use. His jacket is gone. His tie loose. His sleeves rolled up to the elbows, exposing muscular forearms, and a tattoo on his right forearm that I can’t begin to make out. All I know right now is that he’s here. He’s not on the yacht with York, colluding with the enemy. Despite how much I want this to matter, it means nothing really. This could all be part of a bigger plan and I’m suddenly angry, played with, and emotional. I learned a long time ago that emotions are bad. Emotions cut you more than the person who created them. 

	Nevertheless, that’s where I’m at coming off a month of grief and confusion. I snap. “How are you even here?” I demand, closing some of the space between us. 

	He pushes off the door and before I can blink, he’s standing in front of me, but he doesn’t touch me. He’s close, too close, but somehow not close enough when there was only too close with York. “I came looking for you.” 

	“Why would you look for me?” I counter, not holding back. I don’t need another person playing games in my life. “What do you want, Jax? What do you really want?”

	 “We have unfinished business,” he says, his fingers curling around the lapels of my jacket, walking me closer, the heat of his body scorching. “And I’m not a man to leave anything unfinished.” 

	Unfinished business.

	It’s a common statement that right now, on this night, sends chills down my spine. A statement I read in my father’s journal just a page before he might well have ordered a murder. With Jax, I want it to be about me and him and shared champagne, and so much more. Unfinished business could mean many things and when Jax leans in closer, my hand flattens defensively on his chest, but the touch—that touch—is intimate, so very intimate, and for a moment, I can’t speak. 

	“What are we doing right now, Emma?” he asks softly. 

	 “How do you know York?”

	“With caution and not by choice. We are not friends.” 

	“That’s somehow managed to be a non-specific and quite specific at the same time. How do you know him?”

	“His family owns cruise ships that serve North Whiskey.”

	Cruise ships that serve a whole lot more than whiskey. I don’t like that connection. “I need to leave.” I try to turn away.

	He holds fast to my lapels and pulls me to him, our legs colliding, the hard lines of his body hugging mine. My gaze jerks to his, the night darkening his blue eyes, the streetlight catching flecks of amber in his intense stare. “Run with me, not away from me.” 

	“I don’t even know you.”

	“Then change that. I’m not asking you to marry me. I’m asking you to get to know me the way I want to know you.” Somehow, this statement manages to be the perfect mix of alpha male and vulnerability. “Come with me.”

	“Where?” I whisper, and I can feel my body swaying toward his. 

	His hand slides under my hair, a warm strong hand, his thumb stretching to my jaw, tilting my face to his. His blue eyes still catching amber gold in the streetlights, a dominance in their depths that shouldn’t arouse me, but there’s no fighting my reaction to this man, or to who I am deep down inside. And I am the woman who is drawn to a man like Jax. Perhaps to a man too like York. 

	“I promised you a castle,” he says, “but I’ll settle for anywhere where I can do this.” His mouth closes down on mine, his tongue pressing past my lips, a quick tease that I still manage to feel in every part of me. Goosebumps lift on my skin and his mouth lingers above mine, a hot breath promising more before he strokes deep. And then, he’s kissing me, a wicked, passionate kiss that is pure heat, greedy even, fierce. Alluring. Passionate. Addictive. And then gone, his mouth is gone, and I’m panting as he says, “Say yes and I’ll take you anywhere you want to go.” 

	Every warning that York stirred in me earlier fades away with the taste of this man on my lips, every warning is immediately reasoned away. This is one night and then Jax is gone. This is an escape. Death and grief allow me permission to need this. That damn journal gives me permission to need him. I’m going to do this. 

	“I want off this street corner,” I say. “I want to leave. I want to leave with you.”

	His eyes warm, approval and satisfaction in their depths that somehow isn’t arrogant. He laces his fingers with mine and walks backward, guiding me to the door of the SUV. And then he does something unexpected. He steps aside and motions me toward the back doors, a silent invitation to enter or walk away, to make my own decision. I climb inside, letting the soft leather absorb my body, a willing victim, as he’d wanted. 

	 


CHAPTER TEN

	Emma…

	Jax follows me inside the SUV and shuts the door, only to catch my hand, preventing any distance I might place between us. There’s a message in how easily and quickly he removes any idea of space between us. There is no running from Jax North. Right now, I’m doing just what he suggested last night. I’m running to him, with him. 

	He eases us around so we’re facing each other, his hand easily caressing away the soft, thin velvet of my coat, his palms settling on my knee beneath the hem of my dress. The intimate touch shouldn’t be shocking, but I’m not prepared for the intensity of my body’s reaction to his hand on me or just how easily he consumes me. “I have a plane waiting to go anywhere you want, even the castle I promised. Or we go to dinner. We can get drinks. We can go to my hotel. You decide, Emma.” 

	I decide.

	This is not what I expect from dominant man like Jax. Do I want to get on a plane and escape with him? Yes. Yes, I do, but Jax still has a connection to York that feels risky to me. So do I want to go to my apartment, in a building where my brother lives and every good memory of my father died with the revelations of his true self? No, but it’s the smart decision, the one that offers me control. 

	“My place is only four blocks and two monstrous hills away. We can go there.” I don’t offer time for debate. I call out the address to the driver, who lifts his hand in confirmation. “It’s nearby,” I say as if that explains everything. As if I’m saying “I can’t wait to get you naked” and well, I can’t. I don’t want to give him the chance to be another York. I don’t want to give him a chance to be anything, and yet somehow, some part of me knows Jax is not that simple to understand. There is no black and white with this man.  

	He studies me, something dark and hard in his gaze that feels out of place in this moment, and yet still sexually charged. I want to understand that something dark and hard, but he leans forward to speak to the driver, and I have the distinct impression it’s so that I can’t read him. This bothers me. It bothers me in ways I don’t expect to be bothered. Perhaps it’s paranoia. Perhaps it’s more, but my thoughts are shut down short again as my cellphone rings, my spine stiffening with the sound. I don’t even have to look to know who is calling. 

	Certainly, it could be my brother, but it won’t be. It’s York. Digging my phone from my purse, I glance down at the screen and confirm York as my caller. Just knowing that he’s back to pursuing me twists me in knots, and I’m not sure my apartment is the right choice. What if he shows up? I decline the call and Jax settles back beside me, and already we’re moving, less than five minutes from my building. 

	I don’t look at him, my mind racing with the possible ways this could turn on me. My damn phone starts ringing again and I want to turn it off. I do, but I can’t. I really can’t. There are reasons I can’t, even outside of York.

	“Emma.”

	At the soft, but insistent prod in Jax’s voice, I hit the decline button on my phone again and look at him. “Yes?”

	“Take the call.”

	There is a tight quality to his voice as if he knows who this is, and is not pleased. On one note, I’m certainly happy he isn’t pleased, simply because it lends to the idea that he and York are not aligned. On another, this is awkward. The ringing starts again and I concede to the inevitable, “I’ll be quick. ” I hit the answer button. “Yes?”

	“I’m on my way to your apartment.”

	I want to shout. I don’t. “Do you like hallways? Because that’s all that’s waiting on you there.”

	“Is that really how you want to play this?”

	I open my mouth to tell him that I’m not his booty call, but the idea of Jax hearing that doesn’t please me. “I’m hanging up and turning off my phone.”

	He snorts. “We both know you won’t turn off your phone.”

	I hang up and I block his damn number, which is long past due, before sliding my phone back into my purse. “See?” I ask lightly, if not a bit high-pitched. “Off in one block with a block left to travel.” 

	 “How long has York wanted to fuck you?” Jax asks.

	The question, direct and crass, actually delivers relief. If he knew who and what I am to York, he wouldn’t have asked that question. I don’t even care that we have a driver. I whirl around and face him, meeting his now cool blue stare. “He already did. We were engaged.”

	His eyes flicker and darken all over again, unmasked displeasure in the depths of his stare. “You were engaged to York Waters?”

	“When I was stupid despite being in an elite college. It was years ago. He was—I thought he was the answer to every problem I had at the time. Instead, he now represents every mistake I’ve ever made wrapped up in one human being. So, did he fuck me? In so many ways you can’t even imagine, and I didn’t even have to be naked for about half of them.”

	Those words are my confession that I didn’t mean to make, that I hate that I made in front of the driver. The vehicle stops at my building. 

	Jax doesn’t react, doesn’t move. He’s stone, his eyes searching my face, and I can almost see where his mind is traveling. He knows what happens on those special cruises York charters, he knows what York is all about, and now he thinks he knows me.

	“Thanks for the ride,” I say and scoot toward the opposite door.

	He catches my arm and then my waist, sliding me back toward him until our faces are close. “I thought I was invited upstairs?”

	“I don’t need to be judged, Jax. I can go elsewhere for that.”

	His hand settles on my face and he tilts my face to his. “Isn’t assuming you know what I’m thinking, judging me?”

	“I suppose it is so—what were you thinking, Jax?”

	 

	 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

	Emma…

	 “Let me be your answer, Emma.”

	My fingers curl on his lapel. “You barely know me. I keep having to say that to you. And I don’t need a man to be my answer, Jax.” 

	“Well, then you can be mine.”

	I blanch at this unexpected reply. “What answer do you need?”

	“Many,” he says, “and right now, you’re my lifeline. I know where you are right now. I know loss, and I know it recently. I know it presently. Am I still invited upstairs, Emma?” 

	He knows loss. How have I forgotten that he too just lost his father, but also his brother? Suddenly I know why this man affects me beyond his obvious good looks. It’s the understanding we share. It’s the loss. It’s the answers we need to questions after a death but can only find in another who understands there are no answers. There is just death and life and a need to live in the moment, to survive what is gone. 

	 “Yes, Jax,” I say, my breath hitching on his name. “You’re invited up to my apartment.”

	For a moment, we linger there, our lips close, the pain of loss between us, but suddenly, the energy shifts, softens with the curve of his mouth a moment before we both laugh, the pain banked beneath a lighter moment. A lighter moment that comes for no reason but perhaps a need for sanity, a burst of bottled-up emotions that are safer here than other places. It’s a good moment. An erotic moment filled with sexy promises, and yet it’s a comfortable, wonderful moment like I haven’t shared with a man in a very long time. Okay, never. I have never shared a moment like this with a man. York ruined me that way. 

	Jax reaches for the door and I catch his arm. “Wait.” I swallow hard. “York—”

	“I’m not him. Judge me by me, Emma.”

	“No, I know, or I’m trying. I’m sorry. I deserve that statement, but right now, I want to warn you. He could show up here.” 

	His brow furrows. “Do you think he will?”

	“I don’t know. I haven’t seen him in years, Jax, but he doesn’t take rejection well. If he does show up, how are you going to handle that?”

	“How are you going to handle it?”

	“Most likely horribly,” I admit. “That’s how I always handle York which is why I don’t want to deal with him tonight or ever.” 

	“Well, then,” he says, giving me a wink, his mood lighter now. “I guess I’d better answer the door in my underwear and make sure he knows you’re occupied.”

	I laugh at the unexpected comment, drawn to the way this man is proving to be one part intense, and one part something else. Something gentler, easygoing. Calming.

	“You could just answer the door naked,” I tease, and we share a moment of humor that fades back into a darker moment.

	“Come on,” Jax says, opening the door to exit first. Nervous and yet somehow eager for what comes next, I scoot across the seat and Jax offers me his hand. He’s touched me before obviously, but there is a shift between us that I feel happening, a new level of intimacy that tells me this time is different. He is different, though I don’t even know what different means. 

	I settle my hand in his, heat radiating between our palms and when my eyes lift to his, the jolt between us steals my breath, butterflies erupting in my belly. Oh yes. Oh yes, there is something happening between me and this man. 

	His eyes pull me in, burn me alive, even as he eases me across the leather seat, and I twist around to slide to the ground. Somehow in the process, his arm slides under my jacket and around my waist. He molds me close, taking me with him to the sidewalk, the charge pulsing off of our bodies combustible.

	“I almost skipped tonight, but I had a feeling you’d be here,” he informs me.

	“You stayed for me?”

	“Yes, Emma. I stayed for you.” He kisses me and then gives me a small smile, and a small smile from this man is panty-melting perfection before he shuts the back door. He doesn’t speak to the driver, which I assume is because that lean forward he did earlier was him offering instructions that are now being followed.

	Jax’s hand finds mine, the fingers of one of his hands lacing with my fingers. A warm awareness radiates between us that is perhaps all about sex, but it doesn’t matter. It feels right. He feels right and all that matters right now is the here and now with this man. Besides, sex is an honest human need and as long as I keep my mind in that place, it stays honest. I need honest in my life right now. 

	And so, hand in hand, we walk inside my building, shiny white tiles beneath our feet. The lobby is small, with a sitting area to the right and a desk to left, where Ned, the thirty-something stoic doorman is standing on this side. I wave, ignoring the knowing twist to his lips that says I have a man on my arm, soon to be in my bed. He is about to be in my bed. Yes. He is. I bet my bed has been empty longer than Ned’s.

	Thankfully, as impatience is burning me alive, the elevator is a short walk and it arrives with a quick punch of the button. Jax and I step inside the car and I push in my floor, even as my cellphone buzzes with a text. The doors start to close and I hate this, but I have to check the message. I reach for my phone, but Jax catches my waist, his hands on my body an assault on my senses, driven home when he pulls me to him. “Whoever that is can wait,” he says, his voice low, rough. “You’re mine the rest of the night.”

	Mine.

	That word is a trigger and I forget the text message. My hands go to his hands on my waist as if that will cool the effect, but it only serves to spread the heat up along my arms. “And what does that word mean to you?”

	“What word? Mine?”

	“Yes,” I say. “Mine.”

	“I’m not a man who shares, Emma. You’re with me tonight or you’re with him.” 

	Understanding washes over me, right along with guilt for judging him by a past long gone. 

	“Jax,” I begin, planning to explain, but the elevator halts and the doors start opening. “The text isn’t from York,” I add quickly. 

	He stares down at me under hooded lids. “You haven’t even looked at it.” There’s disapproval in his statement. He thinks I’m pining for York and while I doubt he’s jealous, every person on planet earth wants to feel like they matter when they’re with another person.

	“Jax—”

	“Emma!”

	At the sound of my sixty-something-year-old neighbor, I cringe at the interruption, but cave to the inevitable. I can’t make this right with Jax until we’re alone. The topic of York lingers and I’m desperate to make this right between us. I don’t want Jax to leave. 

	 


CHAPTER TWELVE

	Emma…

	I rotate to face my neighbor. She’s standing just outside the elevator, while Jax and I remain inside. “Hi, Mrs. Nichols,” I say, noting her stylish black dress that reminds me that her ten years as a widow haven’t left her desolate. It’s an encouraging moment that reminds me that losing my father won’t leave my mother desolate either. “You’re out late tonight,” I comment, glancing at Jax, who’s all stone faced and hard all over.

	Ignoring that little detail, I catch his hand to guide him out of the elevator with me, relieved when he not only stays close but that his hand settles on my lower back. 

	“It’s only nine, honey,” Mrs. Nichols informs me, giving Jax a once-over. “And who is this? Hi there, Mr. Good Looking in a Tuxedo.”

	“Hi there, Mrs. Nichols,” he says, taking a hint. 

	“This is Jax,” I say, also taking a hint. “Jax,” I say, glancing up at him. “Mrs. Nichols has lived here for twenty years.”

	“Five of them next door to Emma,” she explains and gives him a wink. “And it only took her five years to bring a man to her door. You’re worth the wait.” With that, my cheeks heat, and she heads for the elevator that’s about to shut. Jax catches the doors for her. 

	I take the opportunity to grab my keys from my purse, the need to check that message grinding on my nerve endings. “Have a fun night, Emma,” Mrs. Nichols calls out a second before she’s shut inside the elevator.

	“Thank you, Mrs. Nichols, for telling my story for me,” I murmur, as Jax turns to face me, and in a poorly timed moment, my phone vibrates with another text. “That’s not York.” I press my hand to his chest. “I blocked him when we were downstairs.” 

	“You blocked him tonight after years—”

	“Of not talking to him,” I supply. “Five years, Jax, as Mrs. Nichols just made clear. And as for the text message I really want to look at—my phone wasn’t charged the night my father died, Jax. I didn’t know for hours and since then, well, I feel paranoid. My brother is all I—” I stop myself from the continuous flow of confessions. “It’s not about York. I swear to you. You are—”

	His expression softens, his voice lowers. “Look at the message.”

	I don’t reach for my phone. “You’re sure?”

	“Yes. Absolutely. I get it, Emma. More than you know. Where are we going?”

	“To the right and down the hall,” I say and we start walking. We’re only a few steps closer to my apartment, and I’m already grabbing my phone, glancing down at the message. “Oh God,” I say, panicked now, and stopping dead in my tracks, “my brother wants to come over for pizza.” I shove my keys at Jax and quickly type: Carly is here. She’s eager to see you. 

	“Is this a problem?” Jax asks. 

	“No,” I say, motioning him onward again. “No, I know how to handle him. I just told him Carly, my other neighbor, who talks with an English accent despite not being English, and who wants his body, is at my place.” 

	Jax laughs. “Sibling love. It’s something.”

	“Some kind of special,” I agree as we stop at my door. “That’s me.”

	We share a look that pretty much lights a fire in the hallway. Jax tears his gaze away, and unlocks my door, shoving it open. “Ladies first,” he says, motioning me forward, nerves now officially erupting in my belly. 

	“Okay,” I say, because well, I do. Nerves are never the maker of brilliant words. 

	I enter my living room and my phone buzzes in my hand. I glance down to read a reply from my brother: I’ll skip the pizza with Carly and stick with the assholes here. I laugh and let out a relieved breath, turning to face Jax, waiting as he locks my door and faces me, before I announce, “Carly did the job. He won’t come near my place for at least twenty-four hours. Good ol’ sibling love. I know all his buttons.” The words are out before I can stop them and the look on his face says I’ve hit a nerve, a nerve that relates to his dead brother. I step to him, my hands settling on his chest. “Oh god. Jax, I’m sorry.”

	“Don’t be,” he says. “Sibling memories are the best memories. I don’t hide from them. My brother’s gone. Memories are all I have left. Memories matter. Family matters. They’re the people you trust.”

	He says this, but he’s now in my apartment and he’s not touching me, while I’m touching him. And there’s something cutting in his words, something that speaks of a man who trusts no one, no one but his family. I’m right. I’ve hit a nerve and it’s that I remember the business between our families. “I know that my father was trying to buy your property, but I didn’t know until tonight. Chance told me after seeing us looking at each other.”

	“The North family castle. Yes. Your father was trying to buy it.”

	This displeases him. That message is in the hard lines of his handsome face. “I didn’t know, Jax.”

	“But you’ll be happy to take it off my hands?” he asks, his tone sardonic. 

	 “I didn’t know,” I repeat.

	“Don’t you handle new property development?”

	“Yes, but I was never even told about this at all. Chance said it was some pet project for our father and he suggested we try to finish it in his honor. He told me you shut him out.” 

	“In honor of your father,” he repeats, homing in on those words with a sharpness that cuts.

	And I am cut. I drop my hands and take a step backward. “You’re angry.”

	“Your father tried to take my family history. Yes, I’m fucking angry. I’m not selling. You need to know that.”

	“I don’t care if you sell or not. I was just trying to be honest and if you were this pissed at me and my family, why did you invite me to the castle?” I don’t give him time to answer. “You didn’t. You were playing some game.” I laugh bitterly. “Seriously? I pick all the wrong men. I really do. I didn’t know. I wasn’t a part of any of this. I don’t want to be a part of this, so if you being here is about that, go away, Jax.” I try to turn away, but he catches my arm and drags me around and to him. 

	“I’m here for you, not them,” he says, the heat of his touch scorching me anew.

	“And yet you’re accusing me of something. I don’t even know what but you are. What is this, Jax? Besides a mind and emotional fuck that I don’t need right now?”

	 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

	Jax…

	What is this? 

	Everything and nothing that I expected. She is everything and nothing that I expected. Her connection to York, her involvement with him, and then her step away from him, telling me a story. Her words about her father a bigger story. She interests me in ways she was never supposed to interest me. I don’t want to want her and yet, I do. 

	I tangle my fingers into her hair and drag her mouth to mine. “You want to know what this is about? So the fuck do I.” My mouth slants over hers, tongue licking past her lips, the taste of her bittersweet considering who she is and why I sought her out, why I wanted her in the first place. 

	She moans and shoves against my chest, tearing her mouth from mine. “I can’t be a chess piece in a game, Jax. I can’t. My father’s dead. If you hate him, hate him, not me.”

	I do hate her father. I hate her whole damn family. I expected to hate her.

	“I don’t hate you, Emma. Don’t give me a reason to start.”

	“You’re pissing me off, Jax. Maybe I hate you.”

	“Yeah?”

	“Yeah?”

	“Show me.”

	“Are you serious? Show you?” 

	“Angry sex is a great damn way to deal with death, Emma. I told you. Use me.”

	“And you’ll use me?”

	“Damn straight, baby.” And that’s the most honest I can be with her right now and for reasons I can’t explain, considering her family’s connection to mine, I want to be honest with her. My mouth covers hers again, tongue licking into her mouth once more, drinking her in, and then I taste her pain, so fucking much pain. I feel that pain, I feel it like a demon snapping and biting inside me, all the emotions I’ve suppressed since waking up to my brother’s death raging inside me. 

	I tear my mouth from hers and search her face, looking for the woman I thought I would find, looking for the woman I thought she would be, hating how much I don’t want her to be the woman I thought her to be.

	“You’re still angry,” she whispers.

	I turn her to face the opposite direction, pulling away her coat and tossing it on the table just inside the door, uncaring when it falls to the floor. It’s a distraction. Everything between me and this woman is a distraction I don’t welcome. My hands go to her arms and I lean close, inhaling her sweet scent.

	“I am angry,” I agree, brushing the dark strands of her hair away from her delicate neck and kissing the pale skin, while my fingers catch on her zipper, dragging it down her back. “What are you going to do about it?” My hand slides under her dress to her bare skin, my intention to slide the dress down her body. She shivers, twisting in my arms as if hiding this reaction, this vulnerability from me, and when she faces me once again, I catch her waist before she can run. 

	“I’m not your submissive. You want to fuck me, be it in bed or out, you have to look me in the face to do it.”

	I narrow my eyes on her, that word “submissive” grinding through me. A word that comes from her time with York if the stories I’ve heard are to be believed. York frequents an underground world, one my dead brother also frequented. A world I suspect ate Emma alive. “I don’t want to own you, baby. That doesn’t mean I don’t occasionally like the view from behind.”

	“I don’t know what to think about you, Jax North.”

	“Nor I you, Emma Knight.”

	 “I’m feeling pretty angry myself right now,” she says, her eyes blazing. “Really angry, actually.” She yanks at the tuxedo tie at my neck, pulling it free. “But I haven’t had sex in a really long time, so you want to be used? Fine. I’ll use you. I’ll use you, not the other way around.” 

	I shrug out of my jacket and toss it on the damn floor, not even trying for the table this time. I just want it gone. Her hands run up and down my body, my cock thickening in response. “Define a really long time,” I order, catching her hands before she pushes me so damn hard that I fuck her hard and fast and start this all over again. 

	“No,” she says. “I don’t believe I will.” She pushes out of my grip and slides out of her dress and lets it fall to her feet, leaving me with a view of her in a lacy bra and panties, paired with thigh highs, and high heels. Holy hell, she’s gorgeous. 

	I catch her wrists and drag her to me, kissing her hard and fast, nipping her lip hard enough that she should react, but she doesn’t. Because he made her fear what came after she showed pain. I know it. I feel it in her and I should kill that bastard. “I don’t know what he did to you,” I say, “but I get him wanting you at his mercy.” I want her at my mercy but at the will of my tongue and cock, not chains and whips.

	She sucks in a breath and looks away. I capture her face and walk her backward until she’s pressed to a large velour-covered chair, my legs catching her legs. She grabs my shirt. “You know nothing about me.”

	“And yet, I find I want to know everything.”

	“And yet, we both know you won’t tell me everything.”

	She’s wrong. I might. Or I might not. I don’t trust her right now, but I want to trust her and on some level, that grief-driven level, I understand her.

	“With me, everything is about pleasure. Everything is about what you want and what you need.”

	Her hands go to my wrists. “Not about yours at all, right?” 

	I slide my palms to her shoulders, my gaze lowering to sweep her full breasts, one pink nipple peeking from the edge of one cup. “I’m already there, baby,” I say, my gaze lifting to hers.  

	Emotions flicker over her face and she cuts her stare. I catch her chin and force her gaze back to mine. “I’m not him.”

	She covers my hand with his. “Can you just kiss me already, preferably before and after you get naked?”  

	“I don’t need another invitation,” I say, my fingers tangling into her hair, my mouth closing down on her mouth and the moment my tongue thrusts against her tongue, she moans, leaning into the kiss. The taste of her a heady mix of pain, hunger, and female, and just that easily she’s pulling me under. I’m right there with her, remembering that month after the funeral. Remembering the guilt, the pain, the shock, that I feel in her now. Every emotion I’ve felt since finding out my brother was dead at only thirty-six years old rages to life. 

	 I deepen the kiss, and with it is a punishing demand that those memories, mine and hers, die right here and now, and yet they flare to life. Nothing is as simple as it should be. She is a Knight and as far as I’m concerned, the Knights killed my brother. Emma is a Knight, but I want her to be different than the rest of them. Because as long as the taste of her is on my tongue, revenge will be far more bitter than sweet, but I won’t let it go. 

	 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

	Jax…

	I tear my mouth away from hers, and for a moment, Emma and I just stare at each other—and fuck me, I feel this woman, I feel the vulnerability in her, a deep, cutting vulnerability that is familiar in ways I don’t want it to be familiar. It’s fear. It’s the kind of fear that death creates in you. It’s raw. It’s real. I feel those things in ways I have not felt anything but anger in months. Because I understand it and her. I understand how this kind of fear changes how you look at love and life. It makes you vow to never willingly love again, only life isn’t that simple. Some part of me is back to that earlier need, the one that has me burning to strip her naked and bury myself inside her, here, now, but that would be about her body, about pushing her away, and nothing more. For the first time in a very long time, that’s not what I want. I want to stay here in this night with her, to live it. Live it with her. 

	My first inclination is to reach down and rip away her panties, sit her on top of the back of the chair and make her wait while I undress. That submission comment gives me pause, though, and my instinct is to earn her trust in ways I might not need to otherwise. But friend or enemy, and I hope like hell it’s a friend, I need this woman’s trust. But again, it’s not that simple. I want her trust, too. I want her to forget to feel the pain.

	I caress a path downward until two fingers of each hand run along the line of her ample breasts, sliding beneath the lace on one side to tease her nipples. Her teeth scrape her bottom lip, and I lean in and lick the offended skin, kissing her before I press her hands to either side of the chair next to her. “Don’t move.”

	“And if I do?”

	I could promise to spank her or work her to near orgasm then deny her pleasure, and I believe at another time or place, she might like it. Just not now. Not this night. “You’ll never know if you move, now will you? I’m not going to punish you, not unless you want to play that kind of game.”

	“I don’t.”

	“Then we won’t, but nothing has changed. Don’t move.” I cup her face and press my cheek to her cheek. “Good things come to those who wait. Only good things tonight, Emma.” She trembles beneath my touch, and I can almost feel the emotion radiating off of her. Emotions that aren’t about me, but her. I’m just here for the ride.

	I step back from her and reach for my belt. Her gaze follows, her expression tightening, and I have this sense that she knows a belt in a way no woman should know a belt. Holy fuck, I might kill York. I need to get out of this city before I see him again. Her eyes meet mine, her bottom lip trembling with the truth that gives new meaning to Mrs. Nichols’ comment about her never bringing men here. And yet she brought me. 

	“You’re giving me too much time to think,” she says, pushing off the chair, and stepping into me, her hand on my belt, tugging at it. She wants it gone, with an almost desperate need. I slide my hand under her hair, cupping her neck to bring her mouth to mine. “You want to stop thinking?”

	“Yes.” She tries to rip my shirt and fails, a soft curse falling from her lips. “Why aren’t you naked yet?” 

	My lips quirk at her failed effort. The woman is adorably sexy, but I don’t dare laugh. Instead, I unbutton the necessary buttons and tug my shirt over my head, tossing it aside. Before it ever hits the ground, her hands are all over my body and if she keeps touching me like this, I won’t last. She might forget what pains her, but not for long. Not if I don’t slow her down.

	I cup her head and kiss the hell out of her, the kind of kiss that leaves no room for anything but the kiss. She moans into my mouth and strokes the line of my zipper down my pants, her fingers teasing the line of my cock that’s so damn hard it’s nearly painful. I reach down and unclip the front clasp of her bra, and then caress the straps away from her shoulders, my gaze raking hotly over her high breasts and puckered nipples. 

	Fuck. I want to fuck. Hard, dirty fucking, here, now, and then repeat. I cup her breasts, pinching her nipples between my fingers, even as I press her against the chair again. “What are you thinking now?” I demand, but I don’t give her time to reply. I kiss her, and while her tongue is playing with mine, my hand grips the lace between her thighs and I rip it away, reveling in the yelp that follows. “What are you thinking now?” I demand again, my fingers sliding along the wet heat of her sex. 

	“I loved those panties,” she pants out. 

	“I’ll buy you a new pair.”

	“I loved those panties.”

	“I’ll make it worth your while,” I promise, pressing her hands to the chair again. “This time, don’t move.”

	“Or else what?” she asks again. 

	“My tongue will stay in my mouth when it could be on your body.” I kiss her and back away, putting enough distance between us to waste no time removing my pants, aware of her eyes on my body, on the jut of my thick erection. I grab my wallet and pull out the condom stashed there. 

	“Always prepared, right?” she asks, her body bared for me, her breasts high and full, but her eyes filled with judgment I’m not going to let go.

	“My daddy told his boys to always be prepared.” I rip open the package. “I like to fuck, not get fucked, which means a condom.” I roll it into place. 

	She cuts her stare and I close the space between us, catching her chin and forcing her gaze to mine. “What just happened?”

	“Just fuck me already, will you? It’s what you want. It’s what I want. And I’m thinking too much again, Jax.”

	“That’s not an answer,” I say, my hand finds its way under the long silk of her dark hair and cups her neck again, dragging her mouth to mine. “What just happened?”

	“A lecture I don’t need.”

	“Just making sure you know I’m safe.” 

	“Are you?” she challenges. “Safe?”

	I opened this door. I walked right into it and I can’t seem to make it a room of lies. “I’m a loyal friend and a dangerous enemy. So am I safe, Emma?”

	“You hate my family. No. No, I don’t think you’re safe at all.”

	“Then why am I here?” 

	“Because I want you here. Now you answer the same question. Why are you here, Jax?”

	And there it is, the question I should be asking myself. Why the hell am I here, getting naked with a Knight? I’m playing a dangerous game and somehow, innocent or not, Emma is in the middle of it. It doesn’t matter, though. When this is over, she’ll hate me, but that just makes the here and now matter more. And so, I give her the most honest fucking answer I have to give. “Because I damn sure want to be, Emma.” I lean in and press my mouth to hers, my tongue licking into her mouth, kissing her deeply, passionately, my hands roaming her body, touching her freely, her breasts, her nipples. We touch each other and every plan I have to go slow is now all about fast. I lift her leg, sliding my throbbing cock along her core and pressing into her. Thrusting deep. Hard. Burying myself to the furthest part of her. And then we’re just staring at each other, fucking staring when we should be fucking, but we’re not. We’re still, utterly still, lost in that connection that I’ve felt with her from the moment she sat down at my table. That connection that I want to blame on grief expands and damn near suffocates me. My heart is thundering in my ears, adrenaline rushing through me, heat in my chest that I don’t want to feel. But if this is about shared grief, the very grief at the root of what may separate us, right now in this moment, we’re alive, we’re together, we’re what matters, and in that realization, I snap. We snap. 

	Our mouths collide, and I cup her backside, picking her up. Obediently her legs wrap my hips and regretfully her high heels fall away with one thud followed by another. We are now truly naked, nothing between us but her thigh highs, and a history I hope like hell she doesn’t understand. I carry her to an oversized chair with a connected ottoman, laying her down on her back, settling on top of her. There is no time lost now, no holding back. I’m driving into her, thrusting, pumping, my hand still cupping her backside, lifting her, arching her into me. This is fucking, wild and hot and without limitation, raw, real, primal. 

	She moans, these soft, desperate sounds sliding from her perfect mouth, thickening my cock, driving me wild. She drives me wild, she speaks to me. I understand her, I feel her. I don’t want to understand her. I don’t want to feel anything but pleasure, and so I drive harder, pump and pump again, trying to make the sex all that matters. I fill my hands with her breasts and suckle her nipples, licking, teasing. My teeth nip her earlobe, her shoulder, her nipple. She tangles fingers in my hair and pulls, murmuring something as she does that I don’t understand, outside of the desperation in her words. I’m right there with her and together we’re grinding and moving, damn near crawling under each other’s skins. 

	Her nails dig into my shoulders, and I press her knee to her chest and roll to the side, using that angle to pull her down hard, but it’s not enough. I roll her to her back again, pump into her, and then we’re there, burning alive. She cries out and her body tenses. Another second and her sex clenches around me, spasming, milking my cock. Dragging me into that sweet spot with her, and I am suddenly shuddering with the intensity of my release. Time fades in and out, and then it’s done, it’s over, and yet, nothing is done and over between me and this woman. I roll her to her side, we’re facing each other, easing her leg down. She buries her face in my shoulder, and this is where I would normally get up, but I don’t. I don’t get up and there is no doubt that Emma Knight has given the word bittersweet a whole new meaning. 

	 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

	Emma…

	I lay there with Jax still inside me, emotions welling in my chest. God no. I’m going to cry. Sex was supposed to be an escape from the perpetual emotional rollercoaster ride of the past month, not a trigger. I press against his chest. “I need to get up,” I whisper, but still my voice manages to crack. 

	“Hey,” Jax says, his leg between my legs, his hand sliding between my shoulder blades. “What’s up? Are you okay?”

	I swallow the cotton in my throat. “I’m fine. Of course, I’m fine. How can I not be fine after that?”

	“You’re not fine.” He strokes my hair, tilting my face to his and in this close proximity, there’s no escaping his inspection. “And I hate to tell you this, sweetheart, but you won’t be fine for a long time.”

	He’s the only person that has been honest with me, who didn’t fluff up his words to make me feel better. “Thank you.”

	“For what? The orgasm, or the orgasm?” 

	I surprise myself by laughing. He surprises me by making it happen. “Yes. The orgasm, but,” I sober quickly, “more so, the part where you didn’t coddle me and tell me this was all going to be better soon. I really want to jump off a bridge every time I hear that these days.” 

	He takes my hand and kisses it. “I know. Believe me, I know, which is why I suggest that you keep me close and fuck me every time you get stuck in your own head.” He pulls out of me. “Because I already want to be inside you again. I don’t want to leave, Emma. Not unless you want me to leave.”

	“No,” I say easily. “You’ll be going back to Maine soon, I’m sure, back to the land of North Whiskey. I don’t want you to leave tonight.”

	“Good,” he says, his voice a soft rasp, his eyes tender, and I swear there’s a flicker of something in his eyes that resembles relief, which is silly. We’re fucking. Nothing more. The man lives in another state. We’re just not ready to call this done yet. 

	 He kisses me. “I need to go clean up.” He rolls away and I fight the urge to pull him back, not yet ready for reality to kick in, and when he’s touching me, that’s easier done. Instead, I sit up, holding myself up on my hands, comfortable in my own naked skin, the one good thing York did for me. Even if I wasn’t, I have a distraction right now. Jax straightens to what I guess to be his full, six-foot-two-inches of long, hard man. “Where’s the bathroom?” He snatches up his pants and steps into them, rippling abs and defined biceps working a number on my eyes. There’s this line of hair down his abs that I haven’t gotten to appreciate until this moment and—

	“Emma?”

	I jerk my gaze back to his face instead of the rest of him, which works just fine since he’s now wearing his pants. “Yes?”

	His lips, those perfect lips, quirk. “Do I pass inspection?” 

	“I didn’t finish the inspection. You put your pants on.”

	His lips quirk. “Another reason to stay.” 

	“Yes,” I agree. “I do believe I need to finish what I started. Use the bathroom in my bedroom upstairs. The lights burned out in the one down here this morning.”

	“Your bedroom it is,” he says, his eyes alight anew and he’s already walking toward the stairs. 

	I twist around to follow his retreat, watching all that muscle flex and move. The man is gorgeous. He also just had sex with the daughter of a man he hated, which reminds me of that anger in him when we’d first arrived; when we’d talked about the castle, his family castle, the one my father was secretly obsessed with, which still makes no sense to me. Why? I set that question aside with the memory of Jax inviting me to that very castle, almost as if he was baiting me. This unsettles me and I stand up, naked and aware of my nakedness this time, suddenly feeling exposed with Jax, vulnerable, when just a few minutes ago I felt a kind of kismet with this man. This is confusing—he’s confusing—and I find myself seeking out my velvet coat and pulling it around me like a robe, hurrying up the stairs to the loft-style upper level.

	 I step into the room as Jax exits the bathroom, his phone at to his ear. “What’s the address here, sweetheart?” he asks. “I’m having something delivered to cheer you up.”

	Sweetheart. 

	He’s called me this, and baby, before and I can’t explain why, but this time feels different. It does though, gentler, more tender, and then there is the cheer me up thing. He wants to cheer me up, not just fuck me? The wind of confrontation is officially out of my sail. Confused all over again, I recite the address and walk into the closet, exchanging my coat for a pink silk robe before exiting to find Jax has returned to the bathroom. My gaze catches on my father’s journal where it lies on the floor beside a lounge-style chair, sitting beside my bedroom fireplace. I hurry forward, scoop it up and sit down on the lounger, the fluffy white area rug soft beneath my toes, when everything inside this journal is hard and unfamiliar, and yet somehow the man I both grieve and hate right now. 

	Jax re-enters the room, disconnects his call and sits down next to me, both of us on the same side of the lounger, our legs now pressed close. “I ordered ice cream from an all-night spot I found when I did my law internship here. A lot of ice cream because I don’t know what you like. Which brings me to my therapy recommendations.”

	He ordered ice cream? I’m charmed but I home in on another part of the conversation.  “Therapy? Did you go to therapy?”

	“I am now. It’s a combination therapy. Ice cream and,” he leans in and kisses me, “you.”

	“What about all that hate earlier?”

	“I told you. I don’t hate you, Emma.” He kisses me again. “No hate. Just a lot of raw shit from losing my brother. You get that, I know.”

	“Yes,” I say softly, my heart hurting for him and his loss. His brother was young and I don’t know that I know how he died, but there’s an edge to Jax that says now isn’t the time to ask. “You went to law school?”

	“It felt like the best way to contribute to the business. Middle son and all. I felt a need to prove my worth.”

	“I considered law school for the same reason, but for me, it was about being a girl. My father was old school. Men were stronger, better. More worthy.” I cut my stare. “How did we start talking about this? I don’t want to talk about him right now.” The phone on the wall by the door rings. “That’s security. They’re probably trying to clear the ice cream delivery.” I stand up and walk to the phone, answering to give clearance for the delivery. “Ten minutes,” I say. “They called the security desk.” I look down and realize I’m holding the journal. The journal of a man I idolized. The journal of a man Jax hated. The journal that says he might have a good reason. 

	“I’ll be right back,” I say, walking toward the bathroom before my emotions get the best of me. 

	I never make it. Jax catches my hand and turns me to face him. “What just happened?”

	It’s the same question he’d asked me during sex, and like then, I don’t hold back. I’ve done way too much of that in my life. I’m not doing it now with Jax. “You hate my father.”

	“That has nothing to do with you and me.”

	“Because we’re just fucking. Right. I know. I—”

	“Is that what this is to you, Emma? Just fucking?”

	“You’re leaving. We just had this conversation. North Whiskey. The castle in Maine. You remember that, right?”

	“It’s not that simple and we both know it. Otherwise, I’d be gone right now. Well fucked and back in my own hotel room. If you were anyone else, I would be back in my hotel room right now.” 

	“You live in Maine, Jax.”

	“And yet I’m right here, now, with you, and if I remember correctly, you told me that’s where you want me. Has that changed?”

	I could end this. I could send him way. I should send him away, but I’m not going to do that. He knows it. I know it. “I don’t want you to leave. Not yet.”

	“Not yet?”

	“Not yet.”

	“Then I won’t leave, yet.” He reaches down and lifts my hand that holds the journal. “What is this and why are you holding onto it for dear life?”

	I like Jax. I might even be able to fall for Jax if we lived closer, but this moment reminds me I’m in dangerous territory. I’m holding the secrets my father kept in my hand, and Jax hated my father. 

	 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

	Emma…

	The doorbell rings and I’m saved from explaining away the journal or I think I am. Jax doesn’t quite let it go so easily. “I’ll get the ice cream,” he says, and then he lifts my hand, the one holding the journal, to his mouth and kisses it. It feels like there’s a point, like he somehow knows what the journal is to me, and my father, but that’s impossible. He can’t know. 

	He heads for the door, and I watch him walk away, exiting the bedroom. My gaze drops to the journal. The things inside it are horrible. And the truth is, I don’t know how Chance, who worked with our father every single day of his life, while I was kept at a distance, wouldn’t know. I love my brother but I question him now. I hate my father for giving me that thought. 

	Padding across the hardwood floor, my stocking feet slip on the slick surface, the way I feel like I’m slipping in every part of my life. And suddenly, I’m cold. Really cold. I flip on the fireplace and sit down on the lounger in front of it, tossing the damn journal to the side of my bed. I want it gone, out of sight, out of any conversation. 

	Jax re-appears in the doorway, all that hard muscle even harder now than a few minutes ago, which of course isn’t true, but every time he enters a room, he gets better. He’s fire to the ice that protected me when I left York, melting it away, and far too quickly for comfort. He indicates the bag in his hand. “You’re going to love this place.”

	“I’m eager to try it.”

	He sits down next to me and pulls out a half pint and then another, and another, for a total of six. I laugh. “My God, Jax. You got so much.”

	“I don’t know you yet, Emma. I didn’t know what to order.” He hands me a spoon. “But I’m about to know a little more.” 

	There is warmth in his eyes and his voice, the kind of warmth that I could bask in forever I think. The kind of warmth every girl wants to feel when a man like Jax North looks at her. 

	“I picked six of my favorites,” he adds. 

	I laugh. “You have six favorites?”

	“You betcha, baby, and the butter pecan is so good, I might kill for it.”

	I arch a brow. “Kill for it? That’s some serious love.” 

	“You have no idea what I would do for what I love.” There’s a hint of something in his voice, in his eyes, that’s there and gone before I can name it. Like he’s not talking about ice cream, but then, I get the feeling most everything with Jax is layered and complex.

	“Good thing I love butter pecan.”

	He removes the lid and holds it out to me. I dig in and take a big bite, moaning with the delight of the sweet treat. “Hmmm. Wow. That so good it should be outlawed to protect all those who want to retain their waistline.”

	“Truth,” he says, “and I only survived it while interning because I ran five miles a day and never slept. This ice cream is the only good thing my ex ever gave me.”

	“Wait. We’re eating the ice cream your ex loved?”

	“She was more of a fuck buddy, though she’d have happily married me for the North name and bank account.”

	This is just another thing that we have in common, the way people want us for nothing but a name and a bank account but that hurts. I know it hurts. “Did you love her?”

	“I didn’t love her and she didn’t love me.” He casts me a sideways look. “Did you love York?”

	“The York I thought he was, yes.” My gaze lands on the journal where it lies on the floor, a symbol of how easily a person can hide behind a façade of themselves. Memories of York, bad memories, try to surface and I shake myself and look at Jax. I shake off the past. “Good thing I didn’t go to law school. I suck at reading people.”

	He takes the pint from me and sets it down. “What does that mean?”

	“It means that I’ve learned the hard way that people aren’t always what they seem. In York’s case, when he inherited, he showed his true colors. The York I knew and the York he really was were two different people.”

	“And then what?”

	“I thought grief and the new professional demands were taking a toll, so I stayed to support him but he wanted what you say your ex wanted. My name and my inheritance. Because even when people have their own, they get greedy and they want more.” I laugh. “I should tell you. I don’t inherit for a very long time and my father made Randall my executor. I don’t even own this apartment. I rent it from the company.”

	“There is much I could say about that, but why Randall and not your brother?”

	“He knew my brother would just give me the money and that didn’t suit his agenda.”

	“Which was what?”

	“For me to decide I’d marry Randall—and no I haven’t and will not date Randall. He treats me like—” I stop myself before I say something I might regret.

	“Like what, Emma?”

	“Like he owns me, first because of my father’s actions and now because of the money, but money doesn’t get to own me. I’ve considered resigning, but my brother needs me. And I like my job. I see the world. I’m going to Germany in two weeks. Who gets to say that?” 

	He studies me a moment. “You’re angry with your father.”

	I open my mouth to speak about the journal but again think twice. I can’t get wrapped up in the moment. There’s talk of death, maybe even murder in that journal. I settle on a more simplified answer. “I’m very confused about my father right now.”

	“Death does that as well, sweetheart. It’s part of the process.” 

	There’s no push for me to hate my father, no insult delivered to my father. This isn’t the reply I expect from a man who I know hates my father. Instead, he picks up another pint. “Therapy time. Chocolate Éclair.”

	My eyes light. “Chocolate Éclair. Okay, yes. I need that in my life.”

	We sample all six flavors and the éclair ends up being my favorite. At some point, we both end up fully on the lounger, our backs to the cushion, our feet in front of us. “Have you ever been engaged, Jax?”

	“Never.”

	“And how old are you?” 

	He sets down the last pint we’re sampling and pulls me under his arm. I rotate and curl into his side while he shifts to look down at me. It’s intimate and cozy, the fire warming us where the ice cream has chilled our bodies. “I’m thirty-four,” he says. “And why am I single? Because love and money don’t mix. A lesson my mother taught me at a young age. She didn’t love my father. She loved his money not him, but he pretended otherwise. He loved her so much, and to his own demise at times.”

	It feels like he’s speaking to me, speaking of his anger at me earlier tonight. “I’m not here for your castle or your money and name, Jax. I just—you—me—you get what I’m going through, and—”

	 “I don’t want your future inheritance or your name, Emma. I’m not York. I have money. I have a name. What I want is you.”

	It’s everything I both want to hear and fear. I can’t get involved with a man who hates my family, not after everything I just found out about my father. My walls go up and I try to pull away. He holds me, catches my leg. “Running?”

	“Yes,” I whisper. “I’m just going to be honest, Jax, because that’s really what I need in my life right now. Honesty. You get me in a way that scares me. You could hurt me, Jax. I’m not equipped to deal with that right now. We’re both a mess. You accused me of fucking you for the castle.”

	“I told you. The castle hit a nerve.”

	“Because you hate my father.”

	“Emma—”

	“That journal,” I say before I can stop myself. Damn it, I said it. It’s out and I ride the emotional wave pushing me forward. “That was my father’s and the words inside pretty much declare every moment I spent trying to please him was a waste of my life. I get it. He wasn’t a good person, but I don’t want the castle.”

	“I know that now, but do you want me, Emma? Because I damn sure want you.”

	“We’re both a mess, Jax, bleeding from open wounds. How does that work?” 

	 “Maybe that’s the reason we work because as you said, I understand you and you understand me. Do you want to know me, Emma? Do you want to see what this is between us?”

	My fingers curl on his jaw. “Maybe. I don’t know.” 

	“I’m not York, Emma. I’m not going to hurt you. I won’t hurt you. I need you to remember that.”

	This response wouldn’t seem off, if not for the “I need you to remember that” add on. It’s another one of those statements from Jax that feels as if it has a double meaning, but he’s just told me about his mother. I decide he’s there now, thinking about his past the way I am about my past. 

	Because the past is a part of us and we’re a part of it. And no new beginning comes without a warning. “Emma,” he prods softly. 

	“I know you’re not him.” I don’t give him more. I can’t. Not now and yet, I don’t want him to leave which is why I add, “I promise you, I know.”

	He studies me a moment and when I think he’ll push me, the way York would push me, he doesn’t. Slowly, he eases us both down on the lounge chair, pulling me to his chest. My hand settles on his chest, the steady thrum of his heart, beneath my palm, the sound paired with his strong body holding mine, a drug that soothes the edge of a month of pain. I need Jax. Maybe it’s just a now thing, but I don’t fight it. My body softens into his harder one, and my lashes lower, and for now, on some level, I must trust him because I seem to dose off, the room fading in and out

	In some dark place in my mind, I think I hear Jax whisper, “There is so much you don’t know, Emma, but you will.” Or maybe I didn’t. I succumb to sleep. 

	


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

	Emma…

	I wake to the doorbell and jerk to a sitting position, sunlight beaming through the windows of my bedroom, and Jax’s hard body beneath me. I don’t even remember falling asleep, clearly I did so on top of him and we slept the night on the lounge chair. “Easy, sweetheart,” he says, his blue eyes alight with concern, his strong arm wrapping around me. “Nightmare?”

	I frown. Was it a nightmare? “No,” I say. “The doorbell rang. Or I think it did.” It rings again. “Yes. It did. There it goes again. And no one can get up here without clearance. It has to be my brother.” My voice lifts. “Jax, my brother.”

	“And that’s bad why? You’re afraid to get him excited? You think he’ll think I’m now selling you the castle?”

	I give him a little punch. “That’s not funny. I wouldn’t sleep with you to get the castle.”

	“Good to hear,” he says, laughing. “I’d dress to greet him, but half my clothes are downstairs.” 

	I tug away from him and stand up, eyeing the area round my feet. “Oh God, there’s melted ice cream on the floor.”

	“We’ll clean it up,” Jax says, pushing to his feet, half naked, his ripped abs and broad chest on display, all cool and casual like my brother showing up is nothing. Damn Chance for his timing, because this man is better in daylight than he was last night. And I never even inspected that tattoo on his forearm. “Is that a compass on your arm?”

	He holds out his arm. “A compass and my name.”

	“North.” I laugh. “I love it.”

	He steps in front of me and pulls me close, his finger catching and caressing my nipple that is apparently hanging out of my robe. My sex clenches. “Good morning,” he says softly. 

	And now, I’m melting like the ice cream. “Good morning,” I say softly, forgetting everything but this man and the possibility of my mouth on his tattoo and a variety of other places. Irritatingly, the doorbell rings again, forcing me back to reality. “Brothers,” I murmur, twisting away from Jax to rush into the closet. I grab sweats, step into them, and I’m just pulling a tank over my head when the security alarm goes off, “Front door open,” the computerized voice announces. 

	My heart lurches and I step out of the closet. “Jax,” I whisper urgently. “My brother wouldn’t just come inside my apartment, even when I make him wait this long. He doesn’t have a key.”

	In an instant, Jax is standing in front of me, pressing a silencing finger to his lips. “Stay,” he mouths, pointing to himself and the door, before he heads in that direction. That’s when I hear, “Emma!” in York’s voice and my blood runs cold. Jax whirls on me, accusation radiating from him. “What the fuck, Emma? He can get into your damn apartment?” 

	I hold up my hands. “I swear to God he doesn’t have a key or an invitation in this lifetime, Jax. He must have threatened security or bribed them. I swear to you, swear to you. I am not with him. I don’t want to be with him. Please believe me.” Anger surges through me, not at Jax, but at York. “And he’s leaving. Now.”

	I charge for the door and Jax doesn’t stop me. He doesn’t believe me. God, why would he? I wouldn’t believe me. I step onto the stairs and find York at the bottom about to start the climb up. “Get out of my apartment, York! How did you even get in here?”

	He moves to the center of the bottom step, standing there in his pretty blue sweater and matching dress pants, hands at his sides, gloating with pride. “I’m resourceful. You know that. And you didn’t answer your phone.”

	“Get out, York.” I start walking down the stairs. “I got your point last night. Don’t tell the world Marion’s a bitch or you’ll embarrass my family.” I stop midway between the top and bottom steps, not about to get close to him. “I can’t even believe you did this.” 

	I know the moment Jax appears behind me, the crackle of energy sharp and hard, as is the shift in York’s gaze from me to over my shoulder. I watch his face harden in a familiar way, a way that wipes away his good looks and leaves nothing but a brutal monster. 

	“You move fast, Jax,” he says, giving him and his shirtless state of dress a once over, before flicking me a look. “But then, you’re pretty fast, too, aren’t you, Emma?”

	Those words slap like a hit I don’t deserve, but then I never deserved anything I got in the end with this man. They also hint at all the things he would say about me if I crossed him and suddenly I don’t care. “Do you really want to piss me off, York?” I ask softly. “Because I know things you don’t want the world to know. Give me a reason to spew it all, and I will.”

	“He doesn’t want to piss me off,” Jax replies. He heads toward York and he doesn’t stop until he’s standing right in front of him. “Leave now, because a call to the police would be merited, but it’s not my preference. My preference would be to knock the shit out of you.”

	York snorts. “She doesn’t want that kind of trouble with me.”

	“But I do because I know you abused her. I know you hurt her. I know you touched her in ways no woman should be touched.”

	That statement takes me off guard, punches me in the chest and I take a step backward, hugging myself, starting to tremble. Damn it, why am I trembling?

	“So back the fuck up and leave,” Jax adds, “before I start my day out right. Fucking you up before I take her for a champagne breakfast to celebrate.”

	“You think because you were some semi-pro boxing champ that I’m afraid of you?”

	“I don’t care what scares you, man,” Jax says, dismissal in his tone. “I just want to punch you. You have ten seconds, and if you think I’m bluffing, you’re wrong. Don’t come back or there will be a price to pay. Do your homework. I’m not an enemy you want.”

	York’s gaze burns into Jax’s and then jerks to me. “We aren’t done. We’re never done and you better remember that.” He turns and walks for the door. 

	I snap. I don’t know how it happens, but I snap. I run down the stairs with a single vision: punching York myself. I want to hit him. I want him gone. I want to have never known him. I launch myself past Jax, or I try. 

	“Emma.” He catches my arm and pulls me around to face him even as the door slams shut with York’s departure. “What are you doing?”

	“Let me go. Let me go, Jax.”

	“I’m not going to do that. Not when you’re about to run into trouble. Not now. Maybe not ever.”

	“Never? You don’t own me. You barely know me. Move.” But he doesn’t move. He’s holding his ground, holding mine, more stone than man. 

	 “I don’t own you,” he agrees. “No one owns you, Emma. And as for knowing you, I want to know you. Beyond reason, beyond anything I would expect, I want to know you.”

	“You mean because I’m my father’s daughter.”

	“Despite the fact that you’re your father’s daughter.”

	A knot balls in my chest with the words that confirm how he feels about me. I’m still my father’s daughter to him, not my own person. My father just won’t stop being judge and jury over me, even through Jax. “Jax, move. I need to make sure he knows I sent him away, not you.” 

	“He knows. Let York go and I’ll make sure he stays gone. I’ll handle him for you.”

	“I don’t need you to handle him. You can’t just take over my life.”

	“If taking over your life is the same as protecting you, we have a problem. Because I can’t be in your life and not protect you. I won’t say I will because I won’t.” 

	“In my life? We got naked, Jax. That does not make you a part of my life. And protecting me. Yes. Let’s talk about you protecting me. What was that? You know what he did to me? You don’t know what he did to me. You don’t know. So what are you protecting me from?”

	His hands come down on my arms, his eyes meeting mine. “I saw the way you looked at my belt. I felt—I feel that in you, Emma. I knew last night. I made sure I didn’t push you for a reason.”

	“You didn’t push me?” I ask, my tone incredulous. “And you want to know me? Seriously, Jax? What kind of couple would we be if you have to hold back for me? I didn’t ask you to do that. I’m not some delicate flower. And my God, I thought last night was good. I guess I was wrong.”

	“Sweetheart, it was fucking amazing. And I know you’re not the sum of that man. You’re no delicate flower, as proven by the fact you just wanted to go to blows with York.”

	“Just a delicate flower with my clothes off?”

	“Never a delicate flower. And as for how we are together, I don’t know what he made you think you have to be. You don’t have to tell me, but I’m not him. Whatever we do, we’ll do at our pace, and only our pace in our way.”

	“Our pace?” And not for the first time, I say, “You live in Maine.”

	“I’m still right here with you, Emma.” 

	I don’t even know what that means. I don’t know what I want it to mean. This is sex, I remind myself. Just sex. “Jax,” I breathe out, because it’s really the only answer I have right now. 

	He cups my head, leaning our foreheads together. “I don’t feel good about York staying away,” he says, leaning back to look at me, and stroking my hair behind my ear. “Pack a bag and stay the night with me at my hotel. We can fly out to Maine in the morning.”

	 “Are you really asking me to go to he castle again? The one you thought I was going to fuck you to buy?”

	“To the castle, my home, where I never invite a woman, but I am inviting you.”

	His home. Just that easily, those two words turn this invitation into something far more meaningful. “I can’t just leave. I have meetings.”

	“I’ll move my schedule around to leave when you can. When can you go?”

	I consider what I’m just learning about my father, what I need to deal with here. “I don’t know if I can.”

	“Clearly, I’m asking the wrong question,” he says. “Do you want to come with me, Emma?”

	I don’t even need to think. I do. I want to go with him, but Jax is a complicated man who I respond to in a complicated way. Too much in my life is complicated right now, too much is out of control. I reach for some semblance of that missing control. “Stay here with me.”

	“I already told you I’d stay until you can leave but I have to be back at the castle for a weekend event.” 

	“I mean stay here at my apartment. You want to know me, my apartment is all me.”

	His hands settle on my shoulders. “If I stay here until you can leave, will you come home with me?”

	I hesitate and I don’t know why. He’s staying here until I can leave. He doesn’t want to leave without me. Damn it, I don’t want him to leave without me. Why am I fighting the very escape I desperately crave? This is for me. Jax is for me. I haven’t done anything for me in far too long. “Yes. I’d love to see the castle, Jax. I’d love to see your castle.”

	 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

	Jax…

	What the hell is this woman doing to me? One minute, I’m trying to ruin her family, the next, I want to save her. I have to save her. I won’t leave her here to drown in shark infested waters. I run my hands up and down her arms. “Let’s throw on some clothes, and we can go to my hotel and grab my luggage. We can shower together, grab a bite to eat and then move my things here. Unfortunately, I have a little bit of work I have to do.”

	“So do I,” she says, her eyes lighting with an idea. “I could put on a pot of coffee and turn on the fireplace and we can snuggle down in front of it and work.”

	“Yes,” I say, folding her close, warmed by how something so simple excites her. “It sounds like a perfect Sunday.” And it does. I don’t know what it is about Emma, but now that I’m with her, I don’t want to leave her. “Go get dressed and I’ll do the same. I’ll clean up the ice cream before we leave.” 

	“We can clean up the ice cream and get more later.” She smiles. “It was good, Jax and it was—it was just good, and I know you were protecting me just now. Seeing him tonight. That set me on edge and I reacted to that feeling.” 

	I want to ask her about that exchange with York about Marion. I know who Marion is, of course. What I don’t know is how she connects to York and Emma together, but I don’t ask. Not now. Not yet. Not when I feel like Emma’s about one wrong word about York from withdrawing. “You know I want to ask questions, I’m sure,” I say, “but I’m not going to. Not right now, but eventually, I will.”

	Her expression tightens. “Not right now is good,” she says. “Right now, right now, I’m going to brush my teeth and look in a mirror and scare myself.”

	“You’re beautiful,” I assure her. “Even with mascara all over your face.”

	Her eyes go wide. “Oh God. Do I really have mascara all over my face?”

	“You do,” I laugh, because fuck me, she’s adorable. Sweet. Honest. Too honest to be with York which still puzzles me. Too honest to be like her father, but her brother is another story, and that’s a problem for us I’ll deal with when the time comes. And it will come. 

	She surprises me and pushes to her toes, kissing my cheek. “Thank you, Jax.” I have no idea what she’s thanking me for, and I don’t get to ask. With that statement, she turns and hurries up the stairs, a woman born to be my enemy and yet, she’s already starting to matter to me, too easily she’s starting to matter to me. I wanted to hit York. I wanted to yank his balls through his damn nose. Because he hit her. I know it. I don’t even want to know what else he did to her. He’s going to pay. He’s going to know my name like he knows no other. 

	Searching for my clothes, I snatch up my shirt that has somehow landed in the foyer, and I pull it on. York had to have seen it when he walked in. Considering the neighbor’s comments about Emma’s lack of male companionship, that must have shocked the fuck out of him. I hope it burned a hole in his ego. I ignore my tuxedo jacket, and head into the kitchen, where I find trash bags and paper towels, as well as some carpet cleaner. The rug will be the easiest of the messes I’m cleaning up considering what I put into play with Eric Mitchell yesterday. I wanted to hurt her family. Now, I just want to protect her. 

	Heading up the stairs, I enter the bedroom and find the bathroom door shut. I walk to the mess by the lounge chair and find the ice cream is contained inside the pints for the most part. Clean-up is quick and easy, and when I stand up, my gaze lands on the journal on the floor by the bed. Damn it to hell, I want to read what’s inside that thing. I want to know why my damn brother would even consider selling the castle, which means the entire whiskey operation. There was no financial reason that I’ve found. There was something else going on. Something he died knowing and I need to fucking know what, but if I pick that journal up, if I start reading, it will change who I am with Emma. 

	I squeeze my eyes shut and picture her face when I reached for my belt, and I can almost feel her trembling in my arms when she wanted to go at York. I can’t do it. Not without talking to her. Not without her permission and she’s not ready to hear what I have to say. I’m not ready to tell her yet, either. I can’t risk a misstep. I can’t risk being wrong about her. 

	The bathroom door opens and Emma steps into the bedroom, her hair smoothed out, her lips glossy. She holds up a toothbrush. “Brand new in the package. I’m assuming that’s why you haven’t kissed me good morning because any other answer smites more than a little. And I’m minty fresh, in case you’re wondering.”

	I laugh and set the trash bag by the door. “A toothbrush, you, and a kiss in the morning is exactly what I need.”

	I pause just beside her and kiss her neck, whispering, “But once I kiss you, I might not stop and we might not make it to my hotel room.” 

	Her hand touches my face and just that easily, I’m hot and hard, and ready to fuck her here and now. Screw the hotel room. Screw breakfast. I nip her earlobe and groan with the effort it takes to walk away, and cross to enter the bathroom. Just inside the small room, the lingering scent of freshly-sprayed floral perfume insinuates itself into my nostrils and reminds me of every naked, unexpected moment I’d spent with her last night. Because everything with Emma has been unexpected. 

	I brush my teeth and when I’m done, I study the room with more thought. It’s square-shaped with white-tile and a simple tub to match the simple room. I frown at what might spell big money in San Francisco but doesn’t match the only daughter of the Knight king. And she has to pay rent for this? Something feels off. 

	I exit the room to find Emma by the bed. “I’m ready when you are,” she says, patting the small bag hanging on her shoulder. “I brought what I need to shower at the hotel and I got rid of the trash.”

	She’s ready to leave and I suddenly wonder if she’s as eager as I am to be out of Knight territory. I wonder what reasons she has beyond the obvious to need escape. Closing the small space between us, I slide the bag off her shoulder, onto mine, and catch her hip. “You sure you don’t want to get away and stay at my place? Room service and us in bed?”

	“Takeout and us in bed here,” she says, her hand on my cheek. “I’m not letting York run me out of my own apartment.”

	It’s a smart answer, one of a strong woman who hasn’t denied abuse, and proves she isn’t beat but York is. He just doesn’t know it yet. “Do you know how badly I want to fuck you right now?”

	“Obviously not too badly, since you still haven’t kissed me.”

	I warned her that a kiss wouldn’t be enough and she didn’t listen. I toss her bag on the bed, preparing to make good on that promise. 

	 


CHAPTER NINETEEN

	Jax…

	You still haven’t kissed me.

	At Emma’s words, I catch the loose strands of her dark hair in my fingers, dragging her mouth to mine. “And now I have,” I say, my lips slanting over her lips and I lick past her teeth, the taste of her sweet in a way I wouldn’t have believed a Knight could ever be sweet. I fold her closer, and she makes this soft, sexy sound that drives me fucking wild. Everything about this woman affects me. For once, I’m not thinking about a fuck and a finish. I’m thinking about how I make her sigh for me again. I’m thinking about how I can send her to bed with my name on her lips, and her, all of her, on mine. 

	And that’s exactly where I want her now.

	I slide my hands under the loose-fitting sweats to find no panties, and a free zone to that sweet spot between her legs. I settle on one knee, press my lips to her belly, dragging her sweats lower, squeezing her sweet little backside. Her fingers jab into my hair and I lean her on the bed, and drag her pants down her hips. “How’s this for a kiss?” I ask, my gaze catching hers before my tongue flicks her clit, a tease, a promise for more. 

	She sucks in a breath, her hands gripping the mattress. “Jax,” she whispers, my name on her lips, exactly what I want, her pleasure and nothing more. I can wait. She needs to know I don’t have to take. I’m not fucking York. Just thinking about him touching her, taking a belt to her in some mockery of sexual pleasure has me suckling her deeper, sliding a finger along her sex, seeking what he clearly did not. Her satisfaction. 

	Right now, I want and need what she claimed I can’t have, what I swore I’d never ask for. I want to own her, at least her pleasure, her body. I lick her again, my fingers flexing on her backside. There are so many things I want to do with Emma and to Emma, but I remind myself to go slow, she needs me to go slow, to focus on one orgasm and then the next.

	I suckle her clit. I lick into her sex. I fuck her with my tongue, my mouth, fast and deep, and then I pull back. I slow myself down. I slow her down. Now it’s all about gentle, tender licks, the taste of her salty and sweet, the sounds she’s making—low pants and moans—tightening my balls. I want inside her. I want to thrust and drive and pump. I want all that wet, tight heat clenching my cock, and I show her with my mouth. Over and over I lick her until that last desperate lift of her hips, with my fingers buried deep inside her, sets her to trembling, spasms milking my fingers where I wish like fuck my cock was buried right now. She jerks and then moans before sitting up, leaning forward, and burying her face in my neck. 

	“Jax,” she whispers again, stroking my cock through my zipper. “I need you inside me.”

	I catch her hand. “No condom, sweetheart,” I say, and thank fuck I have a reason to have willpower, to stick to my vow, to make this about her, not me.

	She pulls back and looks at me, her eyes heavy. “I’m on the pill,” she whispers. “Not for him. For cramps. I’m clean. I’m safe. I made him use a condom. I didn’t trust him and—”

	I catch her hair in my hand, wrapping it around my fingers, rough but not too rough, and stare down at her. “You used a condom with him, but you’d fuck me without one?”

	“Yes. I really just want you right now.”

	“And later?”

	“You’re different, Jax. I hope you’re different. You feel different.”

	“I am different.”

	“Then why aren’t you inside me right now?”

	“I never fuck without a condom.”

	“Right.” She looks down. “That’s smart and—”

	I drag her mouth to mine, and kiss the hell out of her just the way I’m going to fuck her. “I also never take women to the castle, but I’m taking you there.” I kiss her again and her hands slide under my jacket, all over my body. I nip her lip and she doesn’t hide her reaction. She pants out a breath that I swallow and holy fuck, I want inside her. I tug at my pants and she does the same. I don’t even have a clear understanding of how my cock gets out of my pants and in her hand, but hey, that works just fucking fine for me. 

	She kicks away her pants that are now at her ankles. I catch her knee, lift her leg, and there is no preamble to this. I press into the wet heat of her sex and then I’m inside her, and my pants aren’t even down. I carry her to the lounge chair, sit down with her still on top of me, those gorgeous legs of hers spread across me. She flattens her hands on my shoulders, and I pull down her tank top, taking the lace front of her bra with it, teasing her nipples, my head lowering, tongue lapping at one stiff peak and then the other. 

	She grabs my face and I know she intends to kiss me and I intend to kiss the hell out of her, but that’s not what happens. Suddenly, we’re just staring at each other, and the pull between isn’t about fucking. It’s not about sex at all. Or maybe it is. Hell, I don’t know what this is happening between us. I just know that I can’t get enough of her. I cup her head and pull her mouth to mine, cupping her breast, pinching her nipple. She moans, and I thrust into her, pulling her down on top of me. And then we are moving, swaying, fucking. Hard, wild, dirty fucking and it’s fucking perfect. This is what sex is supposed to be, but anything this fucking good can’t last. She grabs a handful of my hair, bites my damn shoulder and then spasms around my cock while rocking those hips of hers, and I groan with the impact, my orgasm ripped from me, no questions asked, no prisoners taken. 

	She collapses on top of me and I close my arms around her, holding onto her. “You didn’t even take off your pants,” she accuses, leaning back to look at me. “Or your jacket. Or anything.” 

	“I’ll make it up to you when we shower at my place.” I catch her head and pull her mouth to mine. “You can have me any way you want me.”

	“And how do you want me, Jax?”

	There’s an edge to her voice, a tightening of her body that shouldn’t be there in this playful exchange, but I know instantly where this comes from: York and his sick appetites. 

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY

	Jax…

	More and more, I regret not punching York when I had the chance, but that would have given his bitch ass a chance to sue me, which no doubt was why he pointed out my professional boxing. He’ll pay for what he did to Emma, and he’ll pay in a way that hurts a man like him. I’ll take something that matters to him, starting with Emma. Emma, who is still staring down at me, waiting for me to tell her what I want from her. “I wasn’t talking about what I want. I was talking about what you want.”

	Her fingers curl on my chest. “But what do you want, Jax?”

	“You,” I say simply. “I want you.” I lean forward and kiss her exposed nipple. She sucks in a soft breath, and I pull her bra and shirt back into place. “You making all of those sexy sounds you make.” I cup her head once more and kiss her, moving her past the discomfort she feels or at least trying to. “Let’s go the hotel and take that shower. Yes?”

	“Yes.”

	“We have to eat,” I say, smiling against her lips. “Funny thing. I worked up an appetite. Don’t know how that happened.” 

	“I’m hungry, too,” she says, a small smile on her lips that I feel like a punch in the chest. Her smile. Damn, it lights me up. “I blame you.”

	“I’ll take that blame.” I stroke her cheek, and I want to say more, but my gut says to move on, at least for now. I stand up and take her with me, carrying her to the bathroom and setting her on the counter.

	I grab her a towel and press it between her legs, reluctantly pulling out of her, and righting my pants. Aware of my belt, of her reaction to my belt last night, as I slide it back into place. That memory and her question on the lounge chair has me saying screw it to holding back. I press my hands to the counter on either side of her. “Anything and everything with me is only what feels good to you, Emma.”

	“That can’t be how this works, Jax.” She tosses the towel and grabs my belt and I don’t believe that’s an accident, which she proves by adding, “I know I react to things that I shouldn’t with you. I know and—” 

	“And it’s okay.” I pause, gauging my words, telling myself she’s a Knight. I need to hold back, but as I look at her, as I look in her eyes, and see the hint of past wounds there, I’m reminded of how much I understand her. And I know that’s not what she needs from me. “Look. Sweetheart. This, us, I don’t know what this is. Believe me, I’ve been asking that question in my head, but what I do know is that it’s good. It feels good and you feel good. I want you to feel the same.”

	“I do. You have to know that I do.”

	“No. You don’t. You don’t know that I’m safe, and I get that. I met York. I saw what he was to you.” I pick her up and set her on the floor. “I’m going to make you think about me, not him,” and then, trying to ease the mood, I add, “but to do that I need food.” 

	I’m rewarded with her laugh. “Food is the secret weapon.”

	“That’s right.” I turn her toward the bedroom and lean in, my mouth next to her ear. “I’ll fuck you all the ways you want to be fucked after we eat.”

	I expect her to laugh again but instead, she rotates in my arms and stares up at me. “I don’t know what to make of you, Jax North.”

	I caress her cheek. “Then I guess I better stay around for you to find out.”

	“Yeah,” she says softly. “I guess you better.” She pushes to her toes, kisses my cheek and then turns and walks out of the room, offering me a view of her tight cute butt.

	I scrub my jaw and press my hands to the counter, my method of letting her get dressed, instead of fucking her all over again, but I also replay the conversation I just had with her. I don’t know what this is, I’d told her, but damn it, I know what’s it's not—which isn’t what she had with York—and I need her to know that, too. I push off the counter and walk into the bedroom to find her already dressed.

	“Ready?” she asks, “because now I’m really hungry too. It’s already ten and we haven’t even showered.”

	She reaches for her bag and I grab it, catching her hip as I do. “I don’t know what this is, but I know what it’s not. It’s not about our family names or anything between your father and my brother. I need you to remember that.”

	“You remember that, too. You thought I was after the castle.”

	“I’ll remember if you’ll remember,” I say, and I can feel my own intensity, unintended intensity, flamed by guilt over that meeting with Eric yesterday, over my intentions to hurt her family. Fuck, to hurt her.

	“Yes,” she agrees. “Okay.”

	Okay. I want more but what more can she give me? I have to let this go. I force myself to move on. “Let’s get out of here and get back. I want you all to myself.”

	 “I’d like that,” she says, a soft smile on her freshly glossed lips. 

	Her smile is like a light switch, it lightens our mood. We head down the stairs, debating places to eat while my gaze sweeps her apartment, giving it a true inspection for the first time since I arrived. The lower level has floor-to-ceiling windows. The floors themselves are high-end light wood. The furniture is well made. It’s also a small space. The décor is simple. I keep using that word, but it fits. Emma doesn’t have a lot of money and she didn’t inherit on her father’s death. I’m back to something not adding up.

	“Starbucks would be good,” she says. “There’s one on the way. We could caffeinate and eat after the shower.” She frowns. “Or are you actually staying at a Knight hotel?”

	“No,” I say, moving on from a topic that highlights my hate for her family. “Starbucks is always good, especially since we don’t have them near the castle.” We finish the walk down the stairs. 

	“You don’t have Starbucks near the castle?” she asks, in disbelief, thankfully moving on from my hotel choice. “I don’t know if I can go with you after all.”

	“I promise to keep you well-whiskey’d and pleasured to make up for it.” 

	“Hmmm. That sounds dangerous. The well-whiskey’d part.” 

	“I’ll hold you up if you have trouble walking,” I tease, repeating what I’d told her our first night together, and she laughs, grabbing a hoodie from the coatrack by the door. I grab my tuxedo jacket and shrug into it, finding myself wondering if there was a time that York made her laugh.  

	“We look like quite a pair,” she says, letting her hoodie fall to her hips and motioning between us. “Me in sweats and you in a tuxedo.”

	“I’ll be in sweats and a T-shirt in a few minutes myself,” I promising, opening the door for Emma. 

	She steps ahead of me only to gasp, “Chance. What are you doing here?”

	Her brother. This should be interesting. I step to Emma’s side, which places me and Chance in a direct view collision course that proves immediately enlightening. I’d hoped that I’d misjudged him. I’d hoped that like Emma, I’d decided his guilt over what went down with my brother’s last days, wrongly, but right now, looking into his eyes, I know I wasn’t wrong about him at all. He wanted Emma to feel me out, to see if he could get whatever his father wanted from my brother, from me—and I know it wasn’t the damn castle. He didn’t want her to catch me the way she caught me. That puts me too close for comfort and now I’ve caught him. The problem is that I just told Emma we have nothing to do with her family or mine, and yet, now, I know differently. Now, Emma is in the middle of me and Chance, and that has everything to do with family.

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

	Jax… 

	Emma’s reaction to Chance showing up is instantaneous. “We’re not buying the castle,” she says, linking our arms, her gaze finding mine. “I didn’t set this up. I swear to you—”  

	“I believe you,” I say. “I know.”

	She studies me a moment and then looks between me and Chance. “The castle is a closed subject forever.”

	Chance pins his sister in a stare, one that burns with frustration, before his gaze slowly shifts to me again. “She didn’t set this up. Emma’s not that kind of person.” 

	But he is. He fucking is and I have to wonder if he and York somehow communicated about my presence. He offers me his hand. “It’s been a long time, Jax.” 

	I take his hand, and I don’t immediately let go. “Two years ago,” I say, my grip tightening, “at the castle, when my brother was still alive.” Our eyes hold, a push and pull, between us before I release his hand. 

	“Yes,” Chance agrees, and to his credit he doesn’t look away. “He was a good guy.”

	 Good guy? Fuck him. “Is that why Randall and your father did the dirty work with him? Because you couldn’t get by him being a ‘good guy’?” 

	“I wasn’t aware of any dirty work,” Chance says, but the flick of his eyes to the left before he make eyes contact again, says otherwise. “Just a pet project of my father’s.”

	A fucking pet project? That description of a series of events the ended in my brother’s death about undoes my fucking temper and I never lose my temper. “His desire to own a castle, or our whiskey operation, which is on the same property?” I challenge.

	“That’s it,” Emma says. “Jax and I are leaving. I’ll see you later, Chance.”

	 “Nonsense,” I say. “Emma got you your meeting, Chance. We’re headed to Starbucks if you want to join us.”

	Emma turns to stand in front of me, her hands on my chest. “I did not get him a meeting,” she says. “No. He’s not coming.”

	 “It’s okay, sweetheart. I’ll talk to Chance.”

	“But you don’t want to sell and I promised you that this was over. And this could go sour quickly. I don’t want that to happen.”

	“It won’t. I plan to stay around, Emma, which means Chance and I need to get this behind us.” I soften my voice, my hands settling on her shoulders. “Let’s get it behind us.” 

	She swallows hard. “I didn’t do this.”

	“I know that.”

	“She didn’t,” Chance says. “I will repeat that ten times if needed. I came by to check on her.” He motions to his hoodie and sweats. “I’m on my way to run. That said, I do want to know the man who obviously stayed the night with my sister and just made a statement that tells me that wasn’t a one-time deal.”

	My gaze lifts above Emma’s shoulder and meets Chance’s stare, a glint in his eyes, a warning. He’s worried about Emma. He thinks I’m using her to get to him now. “Then coffee it is.”

	Emma whirls around and poke’s Chance in the chest. “If you say one word about the castle, I will hurt you.”

	“I won’t bring up the castle.” He looks at me and adds, “It’s a dead topic.”

	Dead topic.

	Because my brother is dead? 

	 “Where are we going?” he asks. “I need to run by my apartment and take a minute.”

	He means he needs to make a few calls and cover his ass. “There’s a Starbucks on the corner, a block a way,” I say. “Let’s make it easy and go there.” 

	He gives me a short incline of the chin. “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

	And I’m never getting my fucking shower. Chance heads down the hallway and Emma turns back around to face me, “Jax—”

	I kiss her. “Let’s go talk to security about York.”

	“You don’t even want to discuss what just happened between you and Chance? Or what could happen with Chance?”

	“What’s going to happen is that we’re going to talk and drink coffee with your brother. Then we’re going to shower because I’m still in last night’s clothes. And then, we’re going to fuck. After which, we’ll eat that real meal that has now become coffee before we come back here and do it all over again, with some work thrown in the middle. Okay?”

	“I approve of all of the above, but if you insist on keeping my brother a part of this, do you want to meet him in an hour and go shower first?”

	“No.” I ease her close again and damn it, she feels good, too good to walk away from. Too good to be a Knight. “I want to do this, get it over with, and then have you to myself for the rest of the day.”

	“Okay, but for the record, I think this meeting is poorly timed and bad for us.”

	“I’m not a man that puts off the bad. I get it over with. So all that is left is the good: you.” 

	“Now you’re just trying to sweet talk me.” 

	I rotate her and pull the door shut, before catching her to me. “There’s a lot of better things to do with my mouth and you than sweet talk.” 

	“That was a very dirty thing to say,” she says, tilting that tempting mouth of hers in my direction. And damn, I want to taste her.

	“I’m a dirty guy, sweetheart,” I say, lowering my voice, roughening it up. “Haven’t you figured that out by now?” I lean in and kiss her neck, whispering at her ear, “And my kind of dirty is the only kind I want you to remember.”

	She pulls back to look at me, and that sexual tease of a moment fades into something else, something emotional, something that keeps me here far more than how much I want to fuck her again.  “If you keep looking at me like that,” I say, taking her hand, “we’ll be back in your apartment, and we won’t leave.” 

	“Can we do that and skip the meeting with Chance?”

	“No,” I say. “Lock your door, but I’m going to get a locksmith over here to put on new locks when we get back.” 

	“I was actually thinking that I need to do that.” She locks the door and pockets the keys in a small purse she’s wearing at her hip. “Someone here had to give him a key. That freaks me out. And how am I going to find out who? No one is going to admit they did it.” 

	“Which is why we need to go by security and talk to someone.” 

	“No one who matters is here today,” she says. “And I need to have Chance handle it. He now owns half the building.”

	“And you rent.”

	She cuts her gaze. “That’s another topic for another day. One we can discuss if you want to discuss why you didn’t stay the event hotel, a Knight hotel?”

	Just like that, she shuts me down but she was a closed topic. And it’s not. I’m going to find out why she’s the redheaded stepchild, but what’s crazy is that I’m not sure she knows herself. Or maybe she does know because of that damn journal I didn’t read. 

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

	Emma…

	Jax and I walk through the lobby of my building hand in hand, and as crazy as it might seem to some, that’s the most intimate moment I’ve shared with this man. It’s that moment when I know this isn’t just sex. It’s a comfortable moment, too, a casual moment that could be awkward, but nothing with Jax feels forced. It doesn’t feel like an expectation but rather a need. We need to touch each other. When I was with York, it became about what he needed. It became about him. There was no “we” to consider. Just him. 

	“Let’s talk to security,” Jax says right when we’re about to exit the building, tugging me in that direction. 

	“No one that has any power is here today,” I remind him, tugging him to halt.

	“But the person who let York in damn sure is,” he argues. “We need to scare the crap out of whoever that is and make sure they know there are consequences for what they did. Do you have a problem with that? Because I really want to do this, but if it’s an issue—”

	“No,” I say quickly and like so many times before, I’m taken aback by this man. Jax is a powerful, confident man who knows himself, who owns a room when he walks into it, and yet somehow in this moment, he manages to take control and give it back to me. “Not at all. It can’t hurt anything.”

	Still holding my hand, he folds our elbows and kisses my fingers before he winks. “Then let’s do this.”  

	Let’s do this, as in us, together. God, this man is trying to make me fall for him and I don’t know if that’s smart. Nothing he’s said erases the fact that he lives in another state or that he hates my family. Nevertheless, for now, I’m living in the moment, and just before we reach the security point, Jax leans close and whispers, “I’m going to rattle him and then you take over.” 

	I nod and we halt in front of the desk. “Let me be clear,” Jax says, without introducing himself to the singular guard behind the station. “If York Waters, or anyone for that matter, gets into Emma’s apartment without her permission, she will sue you and call the police. I barely talked her out of it today.” 

	Jeff, the thirty-something guard that has been here roughly six months, jerks his eyes to mine and doesn’t even ask who Jax is. “I have no idea what happened. I’ve been on duty all day.” 

	I forget about who’s in control and get angry. “Someone let him up. He walked right in. Had I been alone—I need to know how it happened.”

	“Before it happens again,” Jax states.

	Jeff nods. “I’ll find out. It won’t happen again.” He looks at me. “I can call my supervisor.”

	“Yes,” I say. “Call your supervisor and have him call me.”

	“Yes ma’am,” he says. “Right away.”

	A few minutes later, Jax and I step onto the street and he slides his arm around my shoulders, setting us in motion on the short walk to the coffee shop. “I don’t think he did it, do you?”

	“No. He was too willing to offer up his supervisor and honestly, York is more likely to go to someone higher up the chain.”

	“Like the supervisor the guard just offered to call?” 

	“Yes,” I agree, “like the supervisor. But he’ll have a plan. He’ll say he had a key that I gave him, which isn’t the case. I had the locks changed when we said our final farewell.”

	“That’s a story I’d like to hear,” he says. 

	“I know,” I reply, glancing up at him. “One day. Maybe.”

	I expect him to push and steel myself to push right back, but that’s not what happens. We stop at the door to the coffee shop, and he opens the door for me and then catches me to him, all that hard muscle pressed close. “When you’re ready.”

	It’s the answer I don’t expect and really needed. “Thank you, Jax,” I say softly, and I can feel the pull between us, the expansion of something warm and wonderful. Oh yes. I’m falling for him and the fall will be sweet, the aftermath hard, but I can’t seem to care. 

	He opens his mouth to speak but several people approach the shop, waiting to enter and he settles on kissing me before releasing me to enter the coffee shop. I step inside and scan the clusters of mostly empty tables, deciding a spot in the corner will be best. Jax joins me almost immediately, his hand settling on my lower back, and we step to the counter. I have this moment where I think—I don’t know what he’ll order, I wonder what he likes? And then I wonder if we will survive long enough for me to order for him and him to order for me. 

	He encourages me to order first and I order a non-fat white mocha and a slice of banana bread. Jax orders a vanilla latte, non-fat to my surprise, and two slices of banana bread. With our bread in hand and coffee in the works, we head to a corner table. 

	Once we sit down we focus on each other. “Vanilla?” I tease.

	“What’s wrong with vanilla?”

	“You don’t seem like a vanilla kind of guy.” 

	“What do I seem like, Emma?”

	His voice is low, rough, his hand sliding to my leg, heat darting up my leg. “Something jolting and complex. Stout. A venti triple black and white.”

	His gaze lowers to my mouth and lifts. “Maybe I’m a lot simpler than you think.”

	“No,” I say, my rejection coming easy. “No, you’re not a simple man, Jax North. A simple man would not be in this Starbucks with me while wearing last night’s tuxedo. Not a simple man at all.”

	“And that means what to you, Emma?”

	“It’s simply an observation.”

	“There is nothing simple about that comment and we both know it. You’re trying to figure out if I’m like York. I’m not.”

	Guilt stabs at me because on some level, I know he’s right. I’m comparing him to York. It’s the curse he inherits by having me after that man, but on the other hand, I want to know who I’m dealing with. I want to know Jax. “There’s more to you than meets the eye.”

	“I really am a simple man, Emma. Family. Work. Focus on my goals.”

	I’m about to point out the reference to him boxing indicating something more, but they call our coffee order. “I’ll be right back.” He winks. “I need that Vanilla latte to keep up with this conversation.”  

	I watch him walk to grab our orders, tall and broad, and even in a well-worn tuxedo, he owns the room. The women at a nearby table are watching him, admiring him, and I can’t blame them. I’m doing the same. He’s one of those men that women want, and men want to be, one of those men who has the world in his hands, and that shapes character. It shapes outlook. It shapes how he lives his life, and how he might shape mine if I let him. 

	My cellphone buzzes with a text and I dig it from my purse to find a message from Chance: Running late. 

	Jax rejoins me and sits down, placing the coffees on the table. “White mocha and a very vanilla latte.”

	“For the not very vanilla guy,” I say, eager to get back to where we were minutes before. Back to who he is and who I am. More importantly, how who I am reflects on who Chance is, before my brother arrives. “Jax, I know my dad wasn’t a nice person. I didn’t know until I read that journal, but I know now. Chance isn’t him, though. I haven’t even let him read the journal. We idolized that man. I don’t want to ruin him for my brother, too.”

	“How much time did you spend with your father, Emma?”

	That question punches me in the chest. “Not much. My father was—well, he tasked me to travel, which I can hardly complain about, and bottom line, we were never close.” 

	“And Chance?”

	“They worked together daily,” I say, the stark difference between me and my father and my brother and my father always a cutting one. “Chance was his protégé.” 

	“Then do you really think that he doesn’t know who your father really was? Do you think he wasn’t learning to do things the way your father did things?”

	“I think he may know more than I knew,” I concede. “But I spend time with Chance. I know him. I don’t know what happened between your brother and my father, but I talked to Chance about this. He wasn’t involved. Those things that you said were important to you—family and work—that’s what matters to Chance, too.”

	“Who does Randall work for, Emma?”

	“Chance.”

	“And he takes all of his direction from Chance?”

	“Yes,” I say, not sure where this is going. “Why?”

	“Randall was involved in this situation with my brother.”

	Now I know where he’s going with this. Chance is the reason Randall was involved. “Are you sure?”

	“Positive.”

	“You have to give me more than that,” I say. “How?”

	“I saw him at the castle a week before my brother died, and if that’s not enough, I saw my brother’s work notes. They had references to Randall, but oddly, nothing that told me what the hell was going on.”

	“Nothing else? Nothing about why my father wanted to buy the castle?”

	“Nothing, but the castle is a part of the whiskey operation. He wasn’t trying to buy the castle. He was trying to buy us. There isn’t one without the other.”

	None of this matches what Chance told me. “This is crazy. We need to just talk to Chance. We need to be direct. We’ll just go right at him and find out the truth. It can’t be as bad as it seems or Chance wouldn’t be giving us that chance. He wouldn’t be joining us for coffee.”

	Jax arches a brow. “You sure you want to do that with me here?”

	“Yes. I want you to know the truth. Then we both know that what’s between us is real.”

	He turns his chair and pulls me around to him, his hand settling on my leg. “This is real. Remember that.”

	“Why do I need to remember that, Jax? What’s going to happen to make me forget?” 

	My cellphone rings where I’ve left it on the table and I glance down to find Chance calling. I answer the line. “Where are you?”

	“I had an emergency at the office. I’m not coming.”

	My gut knots with this news and I glance at Jax. “What emergency?” I ask my brother.

	Jax arches a brow and with reason. I just declared Chance joining us, supported his good faith. Now, he’s not joining us. 

	“The kind that comes up all the time, Bird Dog,” Chance replies. “Be careful with Jax North. I’m not sure what to make of him.”

	“Don’t hang up,” I order, but it’s too late. The line goes dead. 

	I huff out a breath, stick my phone in my purse, and say nothing. What is there to say? I stuff banana bread in my mouth and Jax faces forward and does the same. We eat, we drink, we’re silent, and I can almost feel both of our minds working. And mine does work, driving me right into a rabbit hole. I turn to face Jax. “You were taking this meeting now for me. You didn’t want to meet with Chance.”

	“And?”

	“You hate my father but you came to his award ceremony. You didn’t want to meet with Chance, but you came to that award ceremony. Why?”

	Jax stares at me for several beats, his expression unreadable, the heavy weight of my unanswered question between us before he pulls his phone from his pocket, punches in something and then looks at me. “I got us an Uber.” He stands and takes me with him. “Let’s go to the hotel and talk.”

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

	Emma…

	“Talk to me here,” I say, catching Jax’s arm as he tries to lead me away from the coffee shop table. “Why were you at the ceremony? And my God, why didn’t I think of this before now?”

	“Let’s go to the hotel room.” 

	“Jax,” I warn. “I need answers. I will not be used. I’ve had enough of that. And I told you—”

	“Not here, Emma,” he says softly. “This isn’t a private place to talk.”

	“Fine,” I say tightly. “Outside then.” 

	He turns or I turn, I don’t know which, but we’re walking toward the door and he doesn’t just have my hand. His arm is around my shoulders like he thinks I’ll bolt. Will I bolt? I don’t know. Maybe. Maybe not. I want answers. I don’t want to get burned. I knew from the moment I met this man and he turned me inside out that if I touched him, really touched him, I’d be burned alive and that is proving true.  

	We exit to the outside and Jax motions to a car. “That’s our Uber,” and he’s charging with such force, that I can’t stop him or me. I keep moving with him, but as soon as he’s at the back door, all that momentum now grounded in one place, I dig in my heels. He opens the car door and leans inside, confirming we’re the passengers the driver is waiting on and promising him a big tip to wait a few minutes. 

	When he straightens to help me into the car, I stand my ground. “Jax, I need to know why you were at the ceremony.”

	His hands come down on my shoulders and he turns me, placing the car at my back and him at my front. “I really want to do this alone, in the hotel room. Just come with me.”

	I’m conflicted and confused with this man. I hate that he’s trapped me and yet I’m pleased that he doesn’t want me to leave. Pleased even though I know that reason might not be about me, and us, at all. “I don’t know if I can do that.”

	“I’ll give you honest answers. Everything you want to know. Just come with me.”

	“How do I know what’s honest? How?” 

	“Damn it, woman,” he murmurs and then he’s tangling fingers into my hair and dragging my mouth to his, kissing me, a deep, drug me, tear me to pieces and put me back together again kiss that owns me. God, he owns me this easily and it’s terrifying. “Does that taste honest? Does that taste real, Emma? Come with me. Hear me out in private and walk away afterward if you have to.” 

	My name on his lips is pure torment. Torment that I understand. It comes from a place of pain. From loss. Anything he has done is driven by that loss but that doesn’t mean it was honorable and suddenly, I can’t deny him one private conversation. I rotate and climb into the car but not before I hear the puffed-out breath, expelled in relief that leaves his mouth. I just hope that’s because he wants me, not because he needs me for some act against my family.

	He joins me and slams the door shut. “Go,” he orders the driver, and then turns to me, pulling me close and kissing me all over again. I’m melting, the ice of my battle gear exposed to the heat of this man, with no chance of surviving. And when his lips part from mine, when he strokes my hair from my face, his fingers brushing my cheek, a spiral of need and desire rushing through me. 

	He doesn’t say anything but the pull between us is everything he doesn’t say. This can’t be a lie. How can anything this intense be a lie? 

	We settle into our seats and he laces his fingers with mine, his eyes locking with my eyes, and I feel this man in every part of me. I feel this man in ways I have never felt any other man, and I’ve only just met him. It’s actually quite terrifying at this point in my life, when I’m raw and vulnerable, even when I don’t want to be these things. He could hurt me. He could hurt my family if I let myself be stupid. I cut my stare and I can feel Jax willing me to look at him again, but I don’t. 

	In another two minutes at most, we pull into the Fairmont Hotel, one of the most luxurious hotels in the city, with views to kill for, and one of our competing hotels—a detail that draws attention to the divide between us. The car halts and Jax hands the man behind the wheel a large bill. This brings me back to Jax, and in a good way. It’s a reminder that he has money to blow, plenty of money and yet he is nothing like York. Nothing like York. Jax opens the door and steps out of the car, while the driver murmurs about a million thank yous. Jax catches my hand, easing me to my feet, and when I stand directly in front of him, the charge between us is electric. 

	Fear that I’m allowing my vulnerability to show has my gaze averted. It’s going to be hard enough to be alone in a room with him, and not show vulnerability. I don’t need to show it now. He strokes my hair and leans in close, his lips at my ear. “You don’t have to look at me for me to know you’re hurt and angry. I don’t want either of those things from you.” And with that, he kisses my temple, a tender act that I have never experienced. York was it for me, the one man I let close to me and he was never tender, not even before the money, before the change between us. 

	I’m melting again and therefore thankful when he steps us away from the door, shuts it, and then wraps his arm around me, walking us into the building.

	The lobby is all shiny tiles, high ceilings and gorgeous seating in the center of a square room. The long check-in desk in a dark wood is to the left and we go right through a walkway of furnishings that lead to the elevators, towering ceilings steepling above us. I both dread and anticipate the moment we are inside the elevator, when I am captive and can’t hide what I feel, nor can I mask those emotions with words, for fear of being recorded or overheard. 

	It’s not a problem that proves a worthy one as we end up at a bank filled with people, the car loaded when it opens and loaded again as we enter with a hoard of people. What this does, though, is cram us against the wall, and Jax pulls me in front of him, his hand on my belly, my backside nestled to his hips. I can’t breathe and heat rushes through me, settling low in my stomach. He’s hard. I can feel the press of his cock against me. He wants me. I want him. But desire proves nothing. In fact, desire can be a product of the forbidden, and to him, wanting the daughter of a man he hated, has to be that and more. 

	The doors open and Jax catches the fingers of one of my hands with the fingers of his hand. We exit and he immediately pulls me under his arm while we start the walk toward his room. The hallway is narrow, the path long, and my heart is thundering in my chest. I should make him talk here, now, outside of his door, and yet, when we stop, I don’t speak. The truth is, I need that private one-on-one with him. I need to know the truth of how we came together and I need to be free to react how I need to react. 

	He swipes his key and pushes the door open. I enter and I want distance between him and me. I dart through a living room that is narrow but elite, expensive, a corner room wrapped in half windows with a stunning view of the city. I walk to that window, turning to face him, a telescope by my side meant to view the ocean and the city stretching for miles before us when I just want a view of the man before me, the one I want to know. The one I want to tell me what I need to hear right now when I’m not even sure what that might be. 

	He shuts the door, locks it, and shrugs out of the tuxedo jacket, tossing it onto the couch as he approaches. I can’t exactly back away when I’m against the wall beneath the windows, so I do what I can do. 

	“Stop and talk.” 

	But he doesn’t stop and talk. He keeps coming.  

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

	Emma…

	“Stop, Jax,” I order, holding up my hand as if a hand will do anything at all.

	But he does stop. 

	Right in front of me, the scent of him, all man and sex and spice, attacking my senses, even as his powerful legs cage my legs, his fingers diving into my hair. “Jax,” I say again, but he’s already kissing me, a crazy intense kiss like no kiss I have ever experienced. I feel it, I feel him, everywhere. A kiss that steals my breath and somehow breathes life back into me at the same time. A kiss that owns me and yet somehow in all its passion and heat, it’s not about sex. This kiss is about more, so much more, and I am losing myself to it and him.

	Desperate for sanity, I shove on his chest. “Jax,” I whisper, but his mouth closes down on mine again, and I moan with the delicious assault of this man’s kiss. “Jax,” I try again, panting with the effort, and this time, he tears his mouth from mine and stares down at me, seconds ticking on eternally. 

	“Talk to me,” I order when he says nothing. 

	“You know the answer. I went to that ceremony for you.”

	That’s all I need to hear. I try to scoot around him. He tightens the grip on my legs. “You know why. Do I really have to say more than I’ve already said?”

	“Yes. Spell it out. If this is real, just keep it real. Say it and get it over with.”

	“I was looking for the only Knight I thought might help me find out what the hell was going on with my brother in the days before he died. He loved our whiskey. He loved our castle. And yet he was in talks to sell it out from under us? Why? I need to know why.”

	I want to ask how his brother died, but I’m angry right now. So very angry and that anger won’t let me focus on anything but his motives. “And you thought you’d fuck me to find out?”

	“It wasn’t like that, Emma. Fuck.” He looks away and back at me. “I tried to talk to your father. He shut me down. He wouldn’t even talk to me. He also didn’t try to buy the castle after my brother died.”

	I blanch and my anger spirals down a notch. “I don’t understand. Why did he want it before he died, but not after?” 

	“That’s a question I want answered.”

	 I circle back to the question I didn’t ask. “How did your brother die?”

	“He killed himself.”

	My gut knots just hearing those words. Suicide is not murder and yet, something feels wrong. He seems to read my mind, adding, “And nothing in his history said he’d kill himself,” he adds. “Something happened. I have to know what.”

	“Something happened,” I repeat. 

	“Yes. Something fucking happened.”

	“You think my father was blackmailing him?”

	His lips thin. “If he was, why stop there? Why not bring whatever it was to me?”

	He’s right. Why stop? Anything that would embarrass his brother would likely embarrass his family. I know this all too well and so does York. “And my brother? Did you ask him?”

	“We talked once. He wanted to buy the castle. He knew nothing about prior negotiations to share, but claimed that his father’s will, your father’s will, required that he make an offer.”

	My brow furrows. “So my father didn’t offer, but his will required my brother to offer?”

	“Says your brother. I pushed him for details. He hung up on me.”

	And yet, he told me Jax wouldn’t talk to him, but that is between me and my brother. This, now, this conversation, is about me and Jax. “He shut you down and you came after me,” I accuse.

	“Yes, Emma. I came after you and then you sat down with me like it was kismet. But fucking Randall showed up, acting like he owned you, with his hands all over you. Suddenly, you looked like one of them.”

	“I was never with Randall. I told you that.”

	“I didn’t know that then. It looked like a set-up. Like you sitting down next to me was no accident at all. And so yes, I decided I’d use you. I made sure it was known that I’d be at the fireman’s charity function. I knew you’d show up, either by their direction or your own.”

	I open my mouth to tell him that my brother had me go but think better of it. I settle on, “I didn’t go there for the castle. I’m not after the castle. I keep saying that, but I feel like I need to hit repeat. And I didn’t go to the fireman’s event for you.”

	“But I went for you. And I found you. And now, I know you. Now, I know you’re not one of them.”

	“How can you know? How can either of us trust the other? I’m a strong person, Jax. I had to be in this family, but sometimes being strong means knowing when to say no. I told you. I don’t have the emotional capacity to get hurt right now. I will help. I’ll help you any way I can, but I can’t do this, us, now.” I try to move away from him.

	 He catches my hip and his touch sears me, and I have never been so conflicted about a man. I want him to hold me. I want him to let me go. “You have to know that considering who you are, trusting you like I just did by telling you everything I told you, is a risk. I took that risk, Emma, and now you’re running again? Is that what you want to do right now? You want to leave?” He releases me and steps back, the space between us small but suddenly it feels like miles.

	“I’m not running, Jax.”

	“You’ve been running since the moment I met you, Emma. I’m not. I’m standing here, asking you to do this, whatever the fuck this is, with me, despite the fact that you’re a damn Knight. My brother is dead because of the Knights. I know it. I feel it in every part of me and yet I’m right here, with you. If that means nothing to you, then go. If that offends you, then go. I’m going to take my damn shower.” He turns to walk away. 

	My heart squeezes with the intensity of his emotions, with the depth of his emotions. And in that moment, him letting me go is him giving me a choice and I make it. I launch myself at him. “Jax. I’m not running. I want—”

	His hand slides under my hair, settling on my neck, dragging my lips a breath from his. “You want what, Emma?”

	“You,” I whisper. “I want you.” His mouth closes down on mine and with the first long stroke of his tongue I’m lost, so very lost. 

	I lean into his hard body, into the kiss, and just that easily we’re all over each other. I know nothing but his hands, his body, his mouth. And yet, I want to know more, so much more. I grab his shirt and tug. He snags the hem of my hoodie and pulls it over my head. It’s barely hit the ground when his mouth is back on my mouth and he’s tugging down my sweats. 

	I catch his hand. “You take your pants off or we don’t do this. I’m not going to be naked alone this time.”

	He kisses me again and reaches for his shirt, pulling it over his head even as I shove my pants down, taking care of my shoes while I’m at it. Jax reaches for his pants, and I pull my shirt over my head. We watch each other undress, heat radiating between us and then he’s naked—holy wow, he’s naked. I don’t know how I’ve forgotten in a few short hours how gorgeous he is, but I’m reminded now and reminded well. He stands before me, long, lean and muscular, his cock thickly veined and jutting forward. The man is perfection, sporting the kind of ripped body that comes from good genes and hard work. He’s sin, satisfaction, and temptation. A man who could be my enemy who is now stepping toward me and this is my last chance to walk away. I feel that deep inside me. If I move forward, if I stay, I’m with Jax, and I will live with every consequence that will follow, and there will be consequences. 

	To hell with consequences. 

	Jax steps to me and folds me close, his mouth on my mouth, one of his hands squeezing the delicate skin of my backside while the other is raising my leg, and then he’s inside me, pressing deep, filling me, stretching me. He lifts me, and my legs wrap around his hips. He turns, his body settling against the wall beneath the windows, our anchor, and I grind into the thrust of his hips, the jut of his cock driving into me.

	My fingers wrap long blond strands of his hair, my lips at his ear, on his neck. I can’t get enough of him, as if he fills a need I have long had and finally, only he can satisfy what is missing in me. He seems to know. “Lean back, Emma,” he says, his fingers splaying between my shoulder blades.

	I inch back to look at him and our eyes lock and hold. “I won’t let you fall,” he promises. “I won’t let you get hurt.”

	I know forced trust during sex. I know it well, but this is about so much more than sex. And this is Jax, not York. I trust Jax, at least in this intimate way. I trust this man I have only known a few days, a man who has reason to hurt me, more than I did my fiancé. That means something, and later, later, maybe I’ll tell myself not to make it mean too much, but it does. Right now, it does. I lean back, and I push against him as I do. He grips my hip and thrusts, his heated gaze raking over my breasts as they sway with our bodies. And it takes nothing, nothing to push me to the edge. I shatter. 

	“Jax,” I breathe out, and he folds me into him again, holding me close, my breasts to his chest, my body quaking. And then his body is shuddering. 

	We hold each other, ride out the wave of pleasure and then we still hold each other. Jax doesn’t put me down right there. He walks and doesn’t stop until we’re at a shower door. Only then does he ease me to the ground, parting our bodies and opening the door to turn on the water. I grab a towel and clean up, but my mind is all over the place. No, really, one place: why would Jax’s brother kill himself? I have questions about this, about him. So many questions and so many thoughts. Maybe Jax didn’t really know him. Maybe Jax doesn’t want to admit he wasn’t stable. Maybe my family pushed him until he could be pushed no more.

	Jax catches my arm and I toss the towel down, letting him turn me to him. “Come,” he says, guiding me into the shower, and once we’re there, warm water streaming over us, he folds me close. He feels safe. He feels right when there is so much wrong about how we came together. I tilt my chin up and I meet his stare, his blue eyes piercing. I want to ask him if he’s my enemy, but I don’t. I don’t ask. He’ll tell me that we’re not. He’ll mean it too if he says it, I believe that. Jax told me the truth out there in the living room, but truth or not, my family has a way of taking people and turning them inside out. I wonder if that’s what they did to his brother. I wonder if we’re next. 

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

	Emma…

	We laugh. 

	Out of nowhere. 

	In the intensity of all that has passed between us the past half hour, Jax and I stand there under that water, jagged emotions cutting left and right, and we laugh. “Why are you laughing?” I ask.

	“Because you’re laughing.” His lips, those beautiful lips that I know can be both brutal and tender, curve and he brushes my hair from my face. “Why are you laughing?”

	“Because you’re laughing.” My stomach chooses that moment to growl, and we laugh all over again.

	“I’m all about satisfying your hunger, sweetheart,” he whispers. “Let’s get finished up and grab some food on the way to your place. Or better yet, let’s order delivery to meet us there. Then I have you to myself the rest of the day and night.”

	This is the second time he’s made that statement and I find it pleases me just as much this time as last. I don’t mean to compare him to York, but it’s hard not to. A Sunday with York was about York. This doesn’t feel like it’s about Jax. It feels like it’s about us.

	“I like that idea,” I say, shoving aside all the niggling warnings about enemies destined to burn and hurt each other. We were burned and hurt when we found each other, which is exactly why I think—I think we need each other. 

	The remainder of our shower is short, but we spend it smiling and laughing, setting aside families and tragedies. It’s like the breath we both need to take and so we do, now, here, together. A few minutes later I’m dressed in black jeans and a hot pink T-shirt, putting on make-up, when Jax steps to my side in faded jeans and a brown North Whiskey T-shirt. He proceeds to watch me do my make-up.  

	“Don’t you need to shave or something?”

	He runs his hands over his thick stubble. “I like it this way.” He catches my arm and pulls me to him. “And I like you like this.”

	“Like this?”

	“Yes. Like this. Just like this.”

	“Okay but only one of my eyes has eye shadow on it right now,” I say, deciding I should have asked for some private time to dress. The man is gorgeous, and I’m presently a mess. 

	“You’re beautiful, even with one pink eye.”

	I laugh but he doesn’t, his mood shifting, the air thickening. “Why the fuck do you have to be a Knight?” His voice is low, guttural, tormented. 

	It sets me on edge. “I can’t change who I am.”

	“And the irony of that statement is that who you are is half the attraction.”

	I blanch, confused. “I don’t understand.” 

	“Neither do I.” He strokes my cheek. “I’m going to get packed.”

	He turns and walks out of the room, leaving me a bit stunned and confused. We can’t get by this family issue. He stood right in the bedroom and told me, point blank, that his brother is dead because of my family. He doesn’t trust me. He can’t trust me. We can’t trust each other. And yet, I’m still here. Why? I turn to stare in the mirror and study the woman in the mirror, as if she will have that answer, as if she’s not me. She who was born a Knight but hasn’t felt like she belonged her entire life. Jax knows this about me when all those close to me don’t. Maybe that’s my answer. The real me is invisible to everyone but him. But why have I accepted that status in my life? Where has that gotten me? 

	This idea dominates my thoughts as I finish my make-up, dry my hair and flat iron it to a rich brown sheen, that lays down my shoulders. Satisfied I now look presentable, I squat down next to my bag to pack up my make-up, when my hand hits my father’s journal. I frown and pick it up. Why would I pack this for a quick shower? Did Jax pack it? 

	I thumb to the page that I have marked and open it to read that dreaded line that haunts me: We were all better off with him dead. I swallow hard with the brutal statement that means more after talking to Jax today. After hearing how certain he is that our family is not only the reason his brother is dead, but that there was foul play in our dealings with Hunter. I think of that strange exchange with him a few minutes ago, about me being a Knight and suddenly that makes more sense. Did Jax read this?

	***

	Jax…

	I pack a bag with the scent of Emma’s perfume on my skin, the taste of her on my lips. I need to rein myself in. I came here to prove the Knights killed my brother and then make them pay for it, but I ended up in bed with Emma. No. This is more than in bed. I invited her to the castle and for no reason, but I want her with me. I want more time with her. I scrub my jaw and walk out onto the patio, leaning on the railing. How the hell did the one woman I can’t walk away from end up being Emma Knight? Part of me wants to turn around and fuck her all over again. If I fuck her enough, maybe I’ll fuck her out of my system, but that’s bullshit I would tell myself to feel better for about three seconds. I’m not fucking that woman out of my system and the only reason I’d try, is to have an excuse to get her naked again. And again. And fucking again.

	My cellphone rings in my pocket and I snake it out to find the caller ID reads “Jill”. Jill being my operations manager who I’d emailed early this morning and instructed to push my meeting back a few days. “This is Jax,” I answer, formal by necessity. Jill’s too damn clingy for comfort, considering she’s not just my operations manager, she’s my brother’s ex-fiancée. 

	“I know it’s Jax,” she says, giving a fluttery laugh. “I called you. I got your email but Neal Mink is not pleased. He won’t move your mid-week meeting to right before the party Friday night.”

	I frown at what feels out of character for Neal. “What am I missing? Why’s he so damn angry?”

	“Something about you blowing up some investment and you’re going to have to pay in whiskey. He said he’s getting a flight out tomorrow. He’ll be in your office on Tuesday.” 

	“I’m not rushing back for Neal.”

	“Do you know how much business we do with him?” she asks, her tone lifting. “Hunter spent years nursing that relationship.”

	My jaw clenches because that’s not actually true. I nursed that relationship. “I’m not coming back for a Tuesday meeting.”

	“What about the Whiskey Harvest, Jax?” 

	“What about it?”

	“It’s this weekend. All of our big clients will be in to taste samples.”

	“And you have managed this for three years. You don’t need me to prepare for it. I’ll be back in time for the event.”

	“I had Hunter, Jax.” Her voice rises again. “I had Hunter.”

	I scrub my jaw. “I’ll see if I can get back sooner than later. And I’ll talk to Brody and see if he can get in sooner.”

	“Brody?” she demands of my brother. “You know Brody hates the Harvest.” 

	As do I, I think. “I need to go. I need to call him and Neal.”

	“I need you back here, Jax.”

	She hangs up. I text Brody: Jill is struggling. I’m stuck in San Francisco. Can you get there before Thursday when you planned to arrive for the Harvest?

	Struggling how? He replies instantly.

	I reply with: Hunter helped her with the event. He’s gone. She’s alone.

	Fuck, is his reply. I’ll move some things around, but you know how I feel about Jill and the damn Harvest.

	Considering she was his fiancée first, before she moved on to Hunter, yes, I do, but I’ve always believed that Jill loved Hunter and to her credit, Brody is a bastard when it comes to women. I dial Neal, who answers on the first ring. “You fucked me over.”

	“I left you three messages to get out of that deal before it went south.”

	“My broker said it went south because you pulled out.”

	“My brother got me out because it was going south. He too tried to call you at my request. How about returning a call?”

	“Fuck,” he curses. “I was out of the country.”

	“Without email?” 

	“Crap. Right. Sorry, man. It’s on me. I’m losing my shit because I lost my shit.”

	“Well don’t lose your shit. I have a lead on a sweet deal. Meet me for drinks before the Harvest opening. We’ll talk.”

	“Yeah, yeah. Thanks, Jax. Sorry for acting like a little bitch.”

	I laugh and we say our goodbyes and I turn back to the railing. Why does everything about what just happened bother me? I weed back through the mental reply and focus on Jill. For someone independent and territorial about her job, she’s too eager to get me back, no matter the emotional cards on the table. I’ve questioned her about the Knights and the sale, and she swears she knows nothing, but what if she does? What if Randall or Chance told her to get me away from Emma? That’s a ridiculous idea but it’s in my head now. It won’t let go.

	I grab my phone and text the private eye I hired last month, when I should have hired him sooner: Jill Radcliff. Get a man on her. 

	I’ve barely sent the message when I hear “Jax” from behind me. 

	At the sound of Emma’s voice, I turn to find her standing in the doorway, her dark hair lifting with a gust of ocean air, and holy hell, she’s more beautiful every time I look at her. She’s perfect, but the look on her heart-shaped face is not. She holds up the journal in her hand, her father’s journal, and says, “We need to talk about this.”

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

	Jax…

	I can feel myself go cold inside. “What about your father’s journal, Emma?”

	“How did it get in my bag?”

	“I didn’t put it in your bag, if that’s what you’re implying.”

	“I didn’t bring it, but it was in my bag, Jax. How is that possible?” 

	A text message buzzes on my phone that I ignore. I shove my phone back into my pocket. “I wasn’t even in the room when you packed. Your bag was zipped when you showed it to me and then we left.”

	Her gaze searches my face, probing, accusing, then softening slowly. “Right,” she breathes out. “Right.” She looks away and then back to me. “I’ve been obsessing over his words. I must have scooped it up without thinking. I’m sorry, Jax. I didn’t mean to accuse you.” She closes the space between us, stopping just a lean from touching me, that damn journal between us. “You didn’t put it in my bag because you thought I wanted it?”

	This exchange once again drives home the drama between our families, the poison that threatens to kill us before we ever get started. “You mean because I wanted to read it? Because that’s your tone. But no. I did not.”

	“Right,” she says. “Right. I did sound accusing, didn’t I?”

	“Yes. You did, but considering the way we started, I get it, Emma.” My hands come down on her arms. “I’m not using you now. I swear to you. I’m not. I will not. God, woman, I’m crazy obsessed with you because of you, not our families.” 

	“That’s not what you said in the bathroom.”

	“I’m obsessed with you. Just you.”

	“That wasn’t an answer.” 

	“I wish you weren’t a Knight.”

	“I wish you weren’t obsessed with the Knights.”

	“I’m obsessed with you, woman. You. I don’t care about the journal, Emma. Or fuck—” I cut my stare and look away. That was a lie and I don’t want to lie to her.

	Her hand catches my face and urges me to look at her. “Your brother is dead. Of course, you want to look at the journal. It’s okay to say that. The truth is, I think you need to read it. I think maybe there are answers inside, but it’s getting harder for me to let you. I don’t know how you’ll react or how I’ll react to how you react.”

	“I’m not pressuring you to read it, Emma.”

	“I know that,” she says firmly. “But you want to, and that’s okay. I’m not sure it’s going to help anyway. He was smart. He didn’t name names and he talks in generalities. But there are some things that might lead you to answers and me, too. I want to know what happened.” 

	I want that journal, I’ve wanted it since the moment I heard that it was her father’s, but now, here, faced with the opportunity once again to just take it from her, I find myself hesitating, which is all about Emma. It’s all about what she’d said a few seconds before. She doesn’t know how I’ll react to what’s inside. I’m not sure either of us is ready for that reality. “Let’s get out of here,” I say. “We’ll go to your place and we’ll figure this all out.” 

	“Yes. Okay.” She hesitates and then pushes to her toes and presses her lips to my lips. 

	I cup her head and kiss her, a deep stroke of the tongue, before I murmur again, “We’ll figure this out. I promise.”

	She nods, but the mood between us is decidedly grim. The truth is that we’re headed down a dark and winding path filled with quicksand. The kind that might suffocate us both. I don’t know where that leads the two of us. I just know that I can’t walk away, not from my brother who can no longer fight for himself and not from her.”

	We step into the room and I shut the patio door. “Let’s decide what we want to order food and order now,” I suggest trying to lighten the mood, getting us back to us.

	“If you’re into pizza, I have a favorite place. Mellow Mushroom.”

	“I love Mellow Mushroom,” I say, and I notice these small things we have in common, that I might not with someone else. “I miss it.”

	We debate our favorite toppings and it’s not the kind of fluff conversation that fills in dark spots of conversations with people you don’t really care about. We settle on our order and when she smiles at me, she lights me up. She lights the whole damn room up. We share a look of warmth, an understanding between us that is about far more than pizza. Beyond reason, family, and perhaps even murder, the words neither of us has dared speak, we get each other. And at this point, we’re in too deep to walk away. 

	***

	We wait until we’re arriving at Emma’s building to push the pay button on our pizza order with a plan to settle inside and be ready to eat without chaos. Entering her apartment building, we step into the lobby, and find a guard behind the security desk who wasn’t there earlier. “I just realized no one ever called me about the security issue,” Emma says as we pass the station.

	“We’ll deal with them tomorrow,” I say, sliding my arm around hers. “Who’s the guy behind the desk now?”

	“I don’t even know him,” she says. “Which is odd. I haven’t seen a new face here in a very long time.”

	I don’t like how that sounds, and I’m not leaving her here alone any time soon. The timing of York and his re-entrance into Emma’s life hits me wrong, but I’m also reminded of the comment she made to him about not sharing some secret. That’s a comment I want to understand before I decide how to handle this.  

	We step into the elevator and I fold Emma close, under my arm, but neither of us speak. Maybe she knows there are cameras, maybe she doesn’t, but I sure as fuck feel like we’re being watched and I don’t like it. Once we’re on her floor, I have a new concern. If York got into her apartment, could someone get in there to bug the place? We’re talking about murder here, even if Emma hasn’t admitted that to herself.

	Halfway to her door, I pull her around to face me. “We need to go back to my hotel.”

	“Wait. What? I don’t understand.”

	“If York could get into your place, then anyone could. I’m here. I’m with you. There are people who might see that as trouble. And the new guard doesn’t sit right.”

	She swallows hard. “What is this, Jax? What don’t I know? What is all of this about?” 

	“I’d tell you if I knew but I don’t. You don’t know, but damn it, we need to find out without anyone looking. And a hotel is secure. More secure than your apartment right now. Pack to stay with me at the hotel and to go to Maine with me.”

	She shakes her head. “I don’t know about Maine, Jax. Aren’t we just baiting trouble?”

	“Yes, we are. But maybe that’s what we need to do to get real answers. On our terms, with hired undercover security, and a plan. We’ll stay at the hotel until we have that all in place.”

	“Okay, so, if we go with that as a plan, and I guess, yes, that seems as good an option as any, then I’m going to focus on the most important thing in my life right this minute.”

	I steel myself for pressure over her brother. “And that would be what, Emma?”

	“The pizza. What about the pizza?”

	I laugh at this unexpected reply that proves that as delicate a flower as she can seem at moments, she isn’t. She rolls with the punches as I’d expect of a Knight. She is a Knight, I remind myself, but I shove aside where that thought might lead me. Hunter and I were both Norths, but we were nothing alike, which is a reality I should have remembered going into this. And Emma is nothing like her father. 

	“You have to pack,” I say, “but we’ll get fresh pizza delivered to the hotel.”

	“A this point, we’d better order an extra pizza.”

	I don’t laugh. Food is serious business that hasn’t been property attended to today. “I do believe you’re right.” I lace the fingers of one of my hands with hers and lead her to her door. Once we’re there, I press my cheek to hers and whisper, “Assume we’re being recorded. Stick to topics like how hot you think I am until we get out of here.” 

	She laughs, and damn if my cock doesn’t thicken in response. From a damn laugh. I’m in trouble with this woman, and if I’m wrong about her, if she’s a Knight to the core, I’m fucked in all kinds of new and unique ways. 

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

	Jax…

	Once we’re inside Emma’s apartment, she hurries to her bedroom to pack. I scan the room, looking for signs of anything that might not be right. On the surface, everything appears fine but my skin is prickling, my nerves on edge. Nothing is fine about my gut feeling right now. Nothing is fine at all. It’s time to step things up on my end, and I decide my private investigator, a guy I met in college, isn’t the guy I need on this anymore. A reality he and I have discussed previously in relation to his limited resources, but that was fine then. I was just toeing the line, trying to decide how far I wanted to take this based on what we found. I’m done testing the waters. I shoot him a text: I need to take this to another level. I need someone who can do that and handle undercover security in San Francisco and Maine. And wherever the hell any of this takes me. And I need them now.

	He replies right away with a name and a number: Walker Security. They’re the best of the best and a large enough operation to meet your needs now. They have a San Francisco office. Name’s Rick Savage. He goes by Savage. Just be warned. he’s a big man and a big personality.

	Not a call I can make anywhere in this building. Not a call I can make with Emma present, but I don’t want to leave her alone or set her on edge. It’s also not a call I can put off. I’ll find a way and the time to get this done. I start with a text: This is Jax North. I need security and investigative work. I was referred to you by Cory Smitty, but I can’t talk on the phone right now. Can we meet tonight at my hotel?

	Savage responds immediately: I live to serve you and destroy your enemies. Sure. What time can I serve you?

	There’s that personality. I glance at my watch. It’s two o clock. No wonder Emma and I are both so damn hungry. I set the meeting for four in the hotel bar. 

	I step back into the apartment, lock the door, and head up the stairs to find Emma standing in front of a suitcase. “I have no idea what to pack for Maine. What’s the weather like? And no, I’m not saying I’m going for sure yet. I know that’s our plan, but there’s a lot of insanity going on right now. I just need to be ready if I decide I can break away from work.”

	“I’m going to take you to Maine, if I have to kidnap you,” I say. 

	“That sounds very criminal of you.”

	I walk up behind her and wrap my arms around her. “I’m a criminal kind of guy, baby.” I kiss her neck and release her. “And since you’re going, pack for seventies this time of year, but it also gets chilly by the water where we’ll be. And this weekend is our Whiskey Harvest, which includes a casual and formal event.”

	“Whiskey Harvest.” She frowns. “Do you harvest whiskey?”

	I laugh. “No, but it’s something some marketing person came up with a decade ago and our clients love it. We always release a new whiskey and there are special edition bottles that we make only for this weekend.”

	“That sounds fun but my packing just got more complicated.”

	“We have some nice shops nearby. I’ll get you anything you’re missing.”

	“You will not get me anything. I can pay my own way.” She doesn’t look at me and takes it one step further—she walks away and enters her closet.

	Obviously, money is a sore spot for her and based on her father’s will, a weapon he used against her. A weapon I will never use against her. I follow her to the closet and find her staring down at the floor, no eyes on her clothing. “Emma,” I say softly. 

	She jerks around to face me, looking like a doe caught in headlights. “Sorry. I’m fighting a headache. I need food.”

	I step into the closet with her and catch the fingers of both her hands with mine, the touch, like every touch with Emma, necessary in ways a touch has never been with another woman. I lean in close and whisper, “Money is power. I get that, but it’s only a weapon when used that way.” I lean back to look at her and risk the closet being one of the only safe places to talk. “I’ve used it that way. I’ll use it that way again, but that’s business. We are not business. It will never be that way between us and I’ll say more about that later when we have privacy.” I kiss her hand and because I don’t want her to feel as if she owes me anything, even a response, I exit the closet. As it is, I’m asking too much by asking her to help me, when helping me works against her family, but I have no choice. I have to find out what leverage her father had over my brother. Because he had some, and for all I know, her family has that leverage now, ready to use it against me or my other brother.

	I walk to the chair where we’d slept last night and sit down, waiting in case she needs help with her bag. Emma exits the closet with an armful of clothes, her gaze reaching across the room to find mine, warmth in her stare. She’s pleased and this pleases me. More proof that I’m swimming in deep waters with this woman when I usually never even get in the damn water. 

	A few minutes later, she’s packed up and we head for the door. Once we’re outside in the hallway and she’s locking up, I realize that I haven’t called a locksmith. I’ll have Savage handle this if I hire him. I hope like hell I feel good enough about him to payroll him and his team.

	My gut says that my presence here in the city, more specifically my presence here in the city with Emma, is someone’s trigger. And that’s a problem since I don’t know who’s holding the proverbial gun.

	We reach the lobby quickly, each rolling a bag past security, and Jeff is back behind the counter, motioning to Emma. “Ms. Knight,” he calls out, rushing to catch us at the exit. “Has my supervisor contacted you?”

	“Not yet,” Emma says. “You talked to him?”

	“I did,” he replies. “That’s odd that he hasn’t contacted you. I’ll follow up. Again, I’m sorry for what happened. That’s unacceptable.”

	“Who was the man behind the counter about half an hour ago?” I ask. “Was that your supervisor?”

	Jeff’s brows dip. “I’m not sure I know who you’re referring to. I’m the only one on duty today.”

	“How do you take breaks?” I ask before I go down the rabbit hole of trouble this is taking me down. “Do you have back-up?”

	“Not today,” he says. “I’m only on shift for five hours.”

	Emma chimes in then. “But there was a man in uniform behind the desk when we got here half an hour ago.”

	“There was?”

	“Yes,” Emma insists. “There was.”

	“Maybe my supervisor is in the building and I don’t know it.” He grabs his walkie talkie and makes a call while Emma casts me a concerned look. I nod to confirm my like mind as Jeff returns his attention to us. “He’s not here. No one is on duty. Maybe it’s my relief man. Can you describe him?”

	“I can,” I say, giving him the rundown. 

	He frowns. “I don’t know. I’ll find out who that was. Thanks for letting me know.”

	“Maybe that’s the person who let York into my apartment,” Emma says. “We need to know who that was. Please. Get your supervisor to call me as soon as possible.”

	“Yes, ma’am. I’ll call him on the priority phone.” He hurries away. 

	Emma turns to me. “Your hotel is sounding better by the minute.”

	She’s right. It is. And I can’t get her out of this building fast enough.

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

	Jax…

	The ride to the hotel is short and Emma and I don’t speak outside of ordering our pizza and dealing with the delivery we won’t be at her apartment to accept. Once we’re at the hotel, rolling our bags toward the door, Emma whispers, “What the hell is going on, Jax?”

	“I told you, sweetheart, I don’t know, but we’re damn sure going to find out.”

	“How?”

	“My father always said surround yourself by people who know more than you, and you’ll learn what they know and become smarter. In short, we figure this out by hiring an expert investigator and an army if needed.” We enter the lobby, and I wave off the bellman as I add, “But first we eat, before I chew someone’s arm off.”

	“No kidding,” she agrees. “You take the right and I’ll take the left.”

	We share a look that is as easy and right, as is that exchange. I want to kiss her. I want to fuck her. I want to just eat pizza with her, the latter of which is the real damn unknown. I’m not a relationship guy. No matter what I’ve said or thought up to this point, I need to remember that I’m damn sure not a relationship guy with Emma Knight. I’m suffocating in this woman and with danger in the air, I need to rein this in now.

	That resolve last seconds, as we step onto the elevator and the air around us crackles with sexual tension and when I look at her, when our gazes collide, I want her up against the wall, her pants down and me buried inside her. That’s right. Fuck. I want to fuck her. That’s what this is. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. I still want to eat a damn pizza with her. I still want to know her story, get lost in it. I decide right then that out of all the unknowns right now, if any of them gets the best of me, it might just be her. 

	Once we’re back in my room, Emma and I quickly get settled, our bags setup on luggage racks just in time for the pizza to arrive, the ease of which we interact so smooth, it’s comfortable. Comfortable gets a man in my position fucked in all the wrong ways. And yet, when that steaming hot pizza arrives smelling so damn good, and we settle on the floor in front of the coffee table, my resolve starts to crumble. I open the box, and together we stare at the bubbly cheese, and in a snap, Emma brings me right back to her. 

	“Thank God,” Emma gushes. “I’m starving and I don’t even care if you see me eat an entire pizza. I just want it in my body.”

	And there she goes. I laugh, tension easing deep in my gut, tension that I didn’t think would ever ease. Tension that started months before my brother’s death, when he wasn’t acting himself. But it does ease now and I find myself in the moment, focused on Emma, who doesn’t even hesitate. 

	She digs into the pizza, picking up a slice and taking a bite, her eagerness honest. She’s honest. I don’t feel many people are honest, but she is, this woman is, and a wave of protectiveness rises inside me. Why the hell am I trying to make her the enemy? It seems that’s what she’s endured all of her damn life. 

	“Where do you live?” she asks, settling her slice on her plate and plucking up a pepperoni. “Aside from Maine, of course.”

	I grab a slice for myself. “I live in the castle.” I take a bite of the pizza. 

	“Have you always lived there?”

	“Yes.” My lips thin with a topic that leads to no place good. “It’s divided into living quarters and business offices. Hunter and I lived in the castle. My youngest brother, Brody, has an independent streak. He lives in New York City. He runs North Whiskey and Cigar Shops from there.”

	“I knew he ran those shops,” she says. “I’m not sure how, but you know your family has been connected to our hotels for all my life. I suppose I heard it down the road somewhere. How many are there?”

	“A hundred now. He’s turned it into quite the empire.”

	“Sounds like it. How well did you know my father, Jax? Just curious. I’m not going anywhere with this.” 

	“Not well. Hunter was always the heir apparent. My father was his contact until my brother took over. I ran the financial side of the operation, strategic planning, new product development.”

	She considers that for a moment that stretches into a few minutes as we eat in comfortable silence, and I suspect her mind is where my mind is at. Our parents knew each other, but we never met, not until now but I take that one step further. Now both our fathers are dead. There’s an ominous quality to that thought. 

	 “Why Brody’s independent streak?” she asks as she finishes off half her slice in an easy change of topic that I suspect isn’t easy at all. Her mind may well be going just as dark as mine, and she wants an escape. “And why New York City? Couldn’t he run his little empire from the castle? Or from Maine at least? And how big is the castle?” she laughs. “Sorry. That was me throwing you questions left and right.”

	“The castle is twenty-thousand square feet, which is why the business offices are run from inside as well. As for Brody, he felt like he would never be king of the castle, as he likes to call it. He wanted to prove he was his own man.”

	She studies me a moment and looks away, but not before I see the flash of emotion in her eyes. She relates to Brody. I think she’s really seriously thought about leaving the hotel chain. “How old are your brothers? Or—” She looks at me. “Jax—”

	“It’s okay. Brody is thirty-two, and Hunter was thirty-six when he died.”

	“So Hunter grabbed the throne, while Brody pushed away. Meanwhile, you were boxing. That’s a big leap from Whiskey. Why? The same reason as Brody? To find your own space?”

	“I had some anger issues,” I admit.

	She finishes off a slice as I do the same. “You?” she asks. “You seem very much in control, cool and calculated.”

	“Which I learned from boxing. You don’t beat an opponent by charging. You beat them with strategy.”

	“How old were you and how long did you box? Semi-pro is pretty high up the chain, isn’t it?”

	“College. And yes, I had a shot at going pro, but I blew out a knee. I just wasn’t the same after that.”

	“That must have been devastating.”

	“At the time, yes,” I admit, “but it helped me become me. We grow with every mountain we climbed. Even the ones that we fall down.”

	“Even those we fall down,” she says softly, almost to herself. She flicks me a look. “I think falling is better than not climbing.” I want to ask her about that comment, but she doesn’t give me a chance. “You speak of your mother very past tense. I wanted to ask about her before, but you didn’t seem to want to talk about her and if you don’t now, I get it, and we’ll move on, but is she alive?”

	“I have no fucking clue. She left when I was thirteen, divorced my father, took a chunk of change, and never looked back.”

	“Never?”

	“I haven’t spoken to her since she left.”

	“Even when your brother died?”

	“Not a word, but my father was killed in a skiing accident six months earlier. If anyone knew how to reach her, he would have, but he was gone.”

	“Was she the root of your anger issues?” she smartly queries.

	“Yes,” I say, no hesitation to that reply. I know my demons, perhaps a little too well. “I was getting into fights and my father had enough. He took me to a gym and told them to knock some sense into me. It worked.” I think back to that first day in the ring, to getting punched and pissed off, and standing up and screaming, “More! Do it again!” 

	“Where are you right now?” Emma asks, nudging me with her arm.

	“Remembering that first day in the gym.” My lips turn up in a wry smile. “My father was smart to drop me there. He was a good man.”

	“I wish I could say that about mine.” She shakes her head. “Why did I go there? Let’s skip that topic. Did your father remarry?”

	 “No,” I say, letting the topic of her father go, when I’d rather not, but her loss is fresh. I get that. “He didn’t remarry,” I add. “I don’t think he had it in him to love again. He loved the hell out my mother. Passionately. Intensely. I didn’t have to be an adult to see or know that he got hurt. My tough as nails father was shredded inside, but stayed strong for his boys.”

	“No wonder you’re thirty-four, marriage material, and still single.” She holds up a hand. “Not that I’m contemplating marrying you. We’re the worst match ever. Our families hate each other.” She curls her legs in front of her and I finish off a slice and catch her leg, turning her to face me, sliding my arm under her knees. “We are whatever we decide we are.”

	“I’m never going to be a relationship girl again, so you know I’m safe.” She cuts her stare.

	I catch her chin and turn her gaze back to mine. “I’m not him.”

	“Stop saying that. Leave him outside of us.”

	“Fair enough,” I concede. “I won’t say that again.”

	 “And even so, no you’re not him, but you do want something from me.”

	“I started out wanting something from you. Now I want you, Emma.”

	“But you do want more. Please don’t pretend otherwise.”

	“Emma—” 

	“I don’t want my brother to be my father, Jax,” she says, in what might appear as a dramatic change of topic but it’s not. She’s telling me she feels like I’m going to take him from her, the way that journal took her father from her. “He can’t be,” she adds. “We’re close. He has to be on our side. I can’t lose him, too.”

	She thinks I’m going to hurt him. She thinks she wants a man who will hurt her and her family, and there lies the real problem. That’s why I came. She knows it. I know it. I don’t even consider denial.

	 


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

	Jax…

	We both know why I sought her out, and we both know that’s not easy for her to put aside, but I do now. I focus on her and where this problem of our two families leads her. I focus on how her experiences may lead us to some semblance of closure. “How close are you and Chance, Emma?”

	“We have dinner once a week. We live in the same building. We have coffee a couple of mornings a week. He’s pulled away since dad died, but grief is something we all handle in our own way. But it makes no sense that my father went after your brother for the castle but he didn’t come to you when you took over. And yet, my brother told you the will said he had to make an offer?”

	“He did.”

	“Nothing about this makes sense,” she says. “I feel like I just need to go and confront Chance.”

	“Here’s the thing, sweetheart. You can do that, but he’s going to tell you just what he told me and us already. Making an offer on the castle was in the will. He’ll stick to that story.”

	“Maybe, but maybe not. Not if I push him. I think the biggest obstacle I have with Chance is him wanting to protect me the way I want to protect him. We both want to preserve the good memories of our father.”

	Preserving her father’s memory might well be Chance’s way of preserving her opinion of him, as well, but I don’t say that. We’re going to find out one way or the other who her brother really is, but it’s not going to be here and now. She knows it. I know it. 

	Emma brushes off her hands and stands up. “I need to show you something.” She disappears into the bedroom where I hear her messing around in what I believe to be her suitcase. I stand up and join her to see if I can help. 

	By the time I’m there, she’s holding up an accordion file and the journal. “I’m house sitting at my parents’ house, or my mother’s house now. I went through my father’s desk and I found the journal but there was more. There was this file. Everything, and everyone, in that file is some sort of target he went after.” 

	My gaze narrows. “Went after meaning what?”

	“It looks like he had each one investigated.” She reaches inside and hands me a sheet of paper. “I wrote down a list of everyone he went after. Your brother’s name isn’t on the list.”

	I take the sheet of paper and scan the names, my lips thinning. “But North Whiskey has done business with every name on this list.” 

	Emma’s face pales. “So much for me thinking this debunked your brother as a target. You think this list is a list of people to use against your brother?”

	“I think that’s exactly what it is.”

	My cellphone buzzes with a text and I glance down to find a message from Savage: I’ve arrived. I’m in the bar drinking because you haven’t hired me yet, but for the record, a drunk Savage is a dangerous Savage. I’m the big guy with a beautiful scar down my cheek, but don’t mention it. I’m highly sensitive that way.

	I might be put off by this if I didn’t know his type. He’s one of those guys that hide behind humor but will cut your throat out. And considering my brother is dead and in the ground, that works for me right now. I flip to my camera and take a picture of the list of names before handing the paper back to Emma. “I have a security person meeting me downstairs.”

	“You really think we need security?”

	“After that incident at your building, I’m not taking any chances.”

	“Have him come up here.”

	“I’m not even sure we’re hiring the guy. I’m not having him up to the room.” 

	“And you want to talk to him frankly about my family.” She folds her arms in front of her. “Got it.”

	I settle my hands on her arms. “If I hire him, I’m going to have his team look into this list and more.” 

	“Good,” she says tightly. “I think we both need answers.” She doesn’t even think about unfolding her arms.

	“If I hire him—”

	“Go talk to him, Jax,” she says, her tone still just as tight as seconds before. “Like you said, we both need answers.” 

	She’s right. We do, but I’m not sure either one of us is going to like what we discover. I lean into her and kiss her, but I say nothing and with reason. I’m pretty damn sure that if I tell her that I believe her family had my brother murdered, she’d leave. And since I don’t want her to leave, that’s a problem I’ll solve only one way. I leave the room without her, hoping like hell this Rick Savage character can get me an answer that doesn’t turn Emma into an enemy but I feel every step that separates us like a mile. I know I’ll pay for doing this without her, but it’s necessary.  

	I step into the elevator and I swear I can still smell Emma’s perfume on my clothes, a sweet, flowery scent that drives me just a little wild. She’s on my skin, under my skin. She’s driving me crazy. 

	The car stops at the lobby level and I head to the hotel bar where it’s not hard to find Savage. He’s the only one there and he’s not only leaning on the bar, he has a shot glass in his hand. He glances my direction, his dark eyes sharp, a brutality in their depths that stretches across marble tables and leather chairs to meet mine. He lifts the glass in salute and then downs the contents. 

	Cutting between tables, I walk a carpeted path to join him at the long end of the bar where the stools don’t clutter up standing space. 

	“Another,” Savage tells the bartender, and looks at me, that scar he’d warned me about jutting down his cheek, just outside the line of his neatly trimmed goatee, his thick dark hair neatly managed. No matter how unhinged he might act, he’s not. He’s a man of control. “You want one?” he asks.

	I wave off the bartender. Savage smirks. “Got enough of that at home, I suppose.” The bartender hands him the new shot. He lifts it pausing by his mouth. “Down the hole,” he says and grimaces as he sets the glass down. “I have to tell you, I have a love-hate relationship with North Whiskey. Sometimes it loves me up and sometimes it loves me down. Those down moments come with some real hate.”

	“Try drinking less.”

	“I’m a more is less kind of guy.” He straightens and more is right. I’m six-foot-two and two hundred and twenty pounds of hard work in the gym. He has to be six-foot-four and two-forty and it’s all muscle. He salutes. “Tell me how I can serve you.”

	“Tell me about Walker Security.”

	“Started by the Walker brothers. Three of those bastards. All ethical as fuck and tough as nails. Royce is ex-FBI, Luke is ex-SEAL Team Six, and Blake is ex-ATF. Blake’s the hacker everyone in the world, and I do mean world, as in leaders of countries, wants on their job. Aside from that, we have a clusterfuck of ex-everything from CIA, special forces, and every special this, that, and fuck that you can find. The best of the best.”

	“And you are?”

	“Green Beret. Mercenary. I was an off the grid kind of guy until Blake gave me a reason to stick around. I don’t fuck up and I know how to pull in the resources you need.” He holds his hand up, wiggling fingers at me. “Talk to me.”

	Talk to him. Where the hell do I start? My dead brother seems logical and I scrub my jaw and wave to the bartender. “Whiskey Sour. Make sure it’s North Whiskey, gold label.”

	“That bad, huh?” Savage asks.

	“Does anyone need you when it’s that good?”

	“Excellent point,” Savage says. “Excellent fucking point.”

	My drink is set on the counter and I motion to a small round booth. “Let’s sit.”

	Savage nods and we take a seat. I run down everything with him. The relationship between the families. My father’s death. Emma’s father’s death. The list of targets Emma found and plenty more. 

	“And your brother died how?”

	“An accident or suicide. The investigation was inconclusive but suicide was what ended up on the death certificate. I get the impression they threw accident in there to make us feel better about what happened.” 

	He asks for details about the “suicide,” gory details that have me ordering another drink. When I finish telling the story, my drink is gone and he’s studying me. “You think he was murdered.”

	“I know he was murdered and to complicate matters, I’m now involved with Emma Knight.” 

	“I got enough information from your former PI to know who that is. So, let me get this straight and I may need another drink to digest this. You think the Knight family did killed your brother, but you’re presently playing touch football in bed with the princess of the Knight Empire?

	“That about sums it up.” 

	He waves to bartender. 

	“I’m also now protecting her.” I detail everything that happened at her apartment and my upcoming event that needs proper security in Maine.

	When I finish, Savage grimaces. “You do realize she could be playing you, right?”

	“She’s not.”

	“Said every man who got fucked over by a woman.”

	My patience now runs thin. “How much to do everything I need done?”

	“A big number, but it will be done right and you’ll get your answers.”

	“Expected considering the Maine location and event,” I say. “When can you start?”

	“Now. I’ll update you on a full rollout in a couple of hours. I’ll have an invoice emailed to you.”

	I reach in my pocket and hand him a card for my email address. “I don’t want anyone to know you’re there. I’ll arrange invites for your team to the Harvest. Just get me names.”

	“I need you to detail everyone at the castle and their role. We’ll check them all out.”

	“Most importantly,” I say, “Jill is my operations manager. She’s also my brother’s ex-fiancée.”

	“And you brought her up because something hits you wrong about her?”

	“Something in the way she seemed to want to get me away from here and Emma.”

	“We’ll start with a focus on Chance, Randall, Jill, and Emma.” He arches a brow, waiting for me to cut him off for naming Emma. I don’t, but not because I think Emma is guilty of anything. There’s a reason she’s shut out of the family, and I don’t even think she knows what it is, but maybe, just maybe that reason has something to do with all of this.

	Savage leans closer. “Emma could become our weakness. Make sure she tells you everything.” 

	“She has.”

	“Speaking from experience, man, she hasn’t. She’s known her family her whole life and you only a few days. Even if she’s your future wife, right now, she doesn’t know that and neither do you. If this is about murder, one misstep could make her the weakness that gets you killed.”

	***

	Emma…

	After inhaling two more pieces of pizza, I grab my father’s journal and sit down on the bed, holding it. Tightly. I don’t want to open it and yet, inside I know there are clues that I dread for the pure logic of what they say about my idol. I’m not a big drinker, but for inspiration, I go to the fridge, pull out the mini bottle of North Whiskey and head back to the bed. I open the lid and down a drink, the burn sliding all the way to my belly. I do it again, starting to feel warm all over. With a deep breath, I open the journal and start reading, page after page, until I finish the bottle. The voice on those pages has me getting another bottle, and by the time I’m ten more pages in, and it’s gone as well, my head is spinning. I lay on my back and rest the open journal on my belly. There are secrets in this journal I don’t understand, but there are things that I do understand. 

	Things I haven’t told Jax, but if I do, he might destroy my family business and me with it.

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY

	Jax…

	On the walk back to the room, I remember what shouldn’t have been forgotten. Emma swearing to York she would hold onto a secret, one with Marion at the core. I know Marion. I know she’s related to York. If York is involved in whatever this is with my brother—and his showing up when he did, his timing right as I arrived on scene, tells me he is—maybe Marion and her husband are as well. I need to know what that was about. By the time I reach the room, I’ve decided that has to happen now. 

	Entering, I scan the living area, Emma is not in easy view. The man in me, the one who can’t get enough of this woman, would be more than happy to find her naked on top of the bed, waiting with open legs and arms. I’d forget questions about York and Marion for at least a good hour or two. I’d forget a lot to have Emma all to myself and naked right now.

	I round the corner to the bedroom and quickly discover that I’m not that lucky tonight. 

	Emma’s on the bed all right, her head on the pillow, her long dark hair draped over her shoulders, but she’s also fully dressed, on her back, her eyes shut. Adding to my certainty that this scene doesn’t play out how it had in my head are two empty mini bottles of whiskey beside the bed. At least it’s North Whiskey, which would lead me to believe she had me on her mind, but she also has that damn journal laying on top of her stomach and thanks to Savage, I really want a damn look inside. 

	I step to the foot of the bed, staring at that damn thing where it lays open on top of Emma, and I know that no matter how valiant Emma might be on this topic, I have to make a choice: the journal or the woman, and the answer comes easier than I expect. For once in my life, when given the choice between a woman and something else, the woman wins. Rounding the bed, I gently pick up the journal and lay it on the nightstand. 

	“You could have looked at it,” Emma says, surprising me by scooting to a sitting position and leaning against the headboard. 

	“You’re awake,” I say, sitting on the mattress next to her, leaning over her, and pressing my hand on the other side of her hip. 

	“Read it, Jax.” She overemphasizes her words, speaking slower than usual but more precisely, clearly feeling the whiskey. “Oh God,” she presses her hand to her face, “I’m a horrible drinker.” She drops her hand. “Really bad.”

	“A lightweight is more like it,” I tease, motioning to the two mini bottles, that might be small but straight up pack a bunch for a little think like Emma. I don’t fault her for drinking. She’s trying to process her father’s words in that journal, the way I was trying to process what I had to tell Savage. “Liquid courage to read the journal.”

	 “He doesn’t name names when he writes out all his vile thoughts,” she says, “but it might mean something to you, something that I can’t see for the disappointment in my father.”

	“We’ll read it together tomorrow.”

	“There are things you need to know, Jax.”

	My eyes narrow. “I thought he didn’t name names.”

	“Other things. Other things that you need to know.”

	“What do you think I need to know, Emma?”

	“Who some of the players in my father’s sick games are, players he doesn’t have to name. I know who they are. But telling you could ruin the Knight empire and I don’t know you well enough yet to trust you with that.”

	It’s hard to argue the smartness of that statement. It’s impossible not to push her for more. “Then tell me something else. What secret are you keeping for York?”

	Her fingers brush my jaw, her eyes searching my face. “I think I might really like you, Jax.” 

	I want her to really like me and drunk people tend to say what they might not otherwise, and it’s usually honest. I catch her hand. “Is that a good or a bad thing?” 

	“You’re addicted to me, you said.”

	“Obsessed was the word, but addicted works, too. I am addicted to you. Is that a problem?” 

	“To fucking me. You’re addicted to fucking me. We have this sex thing, but when that’s over—”

	“That’s the whiskey talking. We had this conversation. We’re not just sex.”

	“Do you want to have sex right now?”

	“I always want to have sex with you, Emma, but that’s not the point.”

	“Yes,” she assures me. “It is. It means this is a sex thing.”

	“I don’t want to have sex every time a woman laughs a certain way or looks at me. Not unless it’s you.”

	“When I laugh you want to have sex with me?” She manages to sound confused and hopeful, a combination most likely only possible while drinking.

	It’s adorable. She’s fucking adorable and sexy. “Yes, sweetheart,” I confirm. “I do.”

	“How many women do you call sweetheart?” she snaps right back.

	“You,” I say, looking her in the eyes. “Just you, Emma.”

	“How many women do you call baby?”

	“Same answer. You, Emma, just you.”

	“Why sweetheart and not baby? You started out with baby.”

	“I’m pretty sure I started out with sweetheart.”

	“I think it was baby.”

	Amused, I arch a brow. “Do you have a preference?”

	“You,” she says softly, her eyes meeting mine, her mood shifting, darkening. “You’re my preference, Jax.”

	Heat rushes between us and damn near explodes, but I check it. I hold back. “This isn’t just sex and I’m not going to prove the opposite by stripping you naked and fucking you right now.”

	“But you want to?”

	“Yes. I want to. Tell me the secret you’re protecting for York.”

	“Talk about whiplash while I’m drunk. I’m not protecting it for York. He’s protecting his family. I know something about his family.”

	“Tell me,” I urge.

	“No. No, because it’s about my family, too, and if you use it, York will humiliate me.”

	I scoot up the bed, closer to her, leaning into her, my hand on the frame by her head. “How will he humiliate you?”

	“It doesn’t matter. I’m telling you that if you use this, he will.”

	“I won’t let him humiliate you,” I promise. 

	“You can’t stop him, Jax.”

	“You underestimate me, sweetheart, but that’s okay. You don’t know me well enough to know that I protect what matters to me. And you do. I will protect you.”

	“You just met me and we’re enemies.”

	“We are not enemies.”

	Her hand closes around my shirt. “I don’t want us to be enemies, Jax, but—”

	I kiss her, and when she moans one of her soft, sweet moans, all I want is her. I drink her in and stretch us out on the bed, pulling her close, catching her legs with my legs. “We’re not enemies,” I repeat, kissing her all over again, my hands stroking down her sides, her hips, and cupping her backside. 

	She moans but not with pleasure. “My head is spinning,” she whispers. “I hate this.” 

	I stroke her hair. “Shut your eyes and rest a little bit.”

	“I don’t want to shut my eyes. I want you.”

	“You’ll have me right here with you, while you shut your eyes.”

	“I think—I think I have to.” 

	I shift our bodies, rolling to my back, and pulling her onto my chest, under my arm. “Rest.”

	“Just for—a minute or two.” Her voice is heavy, groggy. “We didn’t sleep much last night.”

	“No, we didn’t.” 

	Almost instantly, her body relaxes into mine, the sweet scent of her teasing my nostrils, the feel of her soft curves next to me hardening my body. I want her, but I meant what I said to her; this isn’t just about sex. This is about so many damn things outside of sex, and so I lay here, holding her, this woman who calls me her enemy, who really could be my enemy with that damn journal an arm’s reach away. And I’ve managed to get not one single answer from her. I don’t know what she’s protecting, but I do know it’s damaging to her family. And even drunk, She didn’t trust me not to use that information to hurt her family. Holy hell, if I find out they killed my brother, she’d be right. I’d use it to destroy them if I could and that takes me to a dark, dark place. A place where I have to choose between my dead brother and Emma.  

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

	Emma…

	I’m not sure how long I sleep on top of Jax, and I only have a faint memory of him pulling a blanket over me, an even fainter one of him powering up his computer and settling against the headboard next to me. The next real grasp on reality I have is when I wake to the roiling of my stomach. “Oh, God. This can’t be happening.” I toss away the blanket and roll off the mattress, that horrible sensation in my belly knifing deeper, promising a horrific result. I’m going to be sick. 

	Running through the shadows of the now dark room, only Jax’s bedside lamp as my guide, I stumble. Jax is suddenly there, catching me, helping me to the bathroom and flipping on the light for me. I want to tell him to go, that he can’t see me like this, but it’s too late. I all but dive for the toilet and go down on my knees. Jax is right there beside me, holding my hair. I heave and it’s all over. The price for drinking has been paid. Punishment that feels eternal before it ends, and I reach for the handle, flushing away the evidence. Jax hands me a towel, his other hand still holding my hair. 

	“I hate that you just saw that,” I say, accepting his offering and wiping my face before sitting down on the floor with my back against the tub. My shoes are gone. Wonderful. I made the man take off my shoes and he didn’t even get sex in return. 

	I press my hand to my face. “I can’t believe I just threw up in front of you.”

	He moves closer, on one knee in front of me, his hand settling on my calves, his touch possessive, familiar in the way people in relationships are familiar. “How do you feel now?”

	“Embarrassed, but better. I don’t understand why the whiskey affected me that badly. I didn’t drink that much though I did drink it straight up.”

	“You’re one month off losing your father in the middle of hell,” he says. “Emotions beat at the body. That’s why you slept for hours, too, I’m sure.”

	I blink. “Wait. I slept for hours? What time is it?”

	He glances at his watch, and for a moment my eyes linger on the black and silver wrapping his wrist, an expensive Omega De Ville. I know this because, in an ironic twist, it’s York’s watch of choice, but on Jax, it’s classic. On York, it just felt like a scream for attention. Because they don’t just wear their watches differently, they wear their money differently.

	“Ten,” he informs me, his free hand settling on my knee.

	My gaze jerks to his. “Five hours? You brought me to your hotel and I slept for five hours and then threw up. Well, I guess I really know how to take care of the ‘just sex’ side of things, don’t I?”

	“Good thing this isn’t just sex, now isn’t it?” he challenges. “Are you able to get up?” He offers me his hand.

	“Yes,” I say, settling my palm on his palm, and letting him stand and take me with him, “but I need to brush my teeth before I get anywhere near you.” I try to step away from him and sway. 

	Jax catches my waist. “Where’s your toothbrush? I’ll grab it for you.”

	“Pink bag in my suitcase. Thank you.”

	He kisses my temple and sets me on the edge of the tub before he walks away, leaving me touching that spot where his mouth was just touching, contemplating the tenderness of that act. That wasn’t about sex. That was about affection. The man just held my hair when I threw up. He held me when I was sick and he didn’t make me feel bad about any of it. I’m affected by this realization. I’m affected by this man, but I’m also seeing Jax as a man dedicated to his family and if mine hurt his, I’m worried about my brother.

	“This pink bag?” Jax asks, appearing in the doorway.

	Oh good gosh, now I have the man digging for pink bags for me. He’s the CEO of a worldwide whiskey company, and now my hair-holding errand boy. “Yes.” I stand up, feeling steadier now, as I hurry forward to accept the bag. “Thank you, Jax. Sorry for all of this.”

	“Nothing to be sorry about, baby.”

	“Baby?”

	“Sweetheart?”

	I laugh despite being embarrassed beyond belief right about now. “Oh God. I’m remembering that conversation. Remind me not to drink again. Ever.”

	Now he laughs, too, and the man has this low rumble of laughter that vibrates through me. I feel it, and him, everywhere, all over, tingling like I’m naked and sexy right now, not a mess of a person who just threw up. I step to the sink and unzip my bag, pulling out my toothbrush.

	“I’ll give you a moment alone,” he says, pausing at the door. “But tell me. Which do you prefer, Emma? Baby or sweetheart?”

	I glance over my shoulder at him. “Baby, because—” I turn away, stopping myself before I say something silly, and reach for my toothpaste. “Because I do.”

	“Because why?” he presses. 

	I squirt toothpaste on my brush but I give into the moment, I can tell he’s not going to let me escape. “Because,” I say, turning to face him. “I like how your voice sounds when you say it.” 

	His eyes light with mischief, and a mix of lust and affection that I don’t believe any man has ever shown me. This is real, I realize in this moment. We’re real and I have to decide how to navigate the narrow bridge between him and my brother.

	“See you in a few, baby.” He winks and disappears into the room, while my cheeks heat pink, a detail I confirm by looking into the mirror. And my hair is poling out here and there, doing anything but laying flat on my head.

	My teeth come first, I brush them, then wash my face, brush my hair, and run my hands down my jeans, a question Jax asked me while I was neck deep in whiskey, coming back to me. He wanted to know about York’s secret and I have a sudden realization that’s not a good one. A realization that changes how I responded. How I have to respond now.

	I exit the bathroom to find the bedroom empty. Continuing on, I turn into the living area to find Jax sitting on the couch, a drink in his hand. He lifts it in my direction. I wave him away. “Not funny.”

	He holds up my phone. “It keeps ringing. Your brother and an unknown caller.”

	I inhale and let my breath out. “The unknown will be York, trying to get by me blocking him with another number. Of course, I don’t know why he would think I would answer an unknown call.” I close the space between us and sit down on the wooden table in front of him, right where the pizza box was before he clearly got rid of it. “You asked me what secret York wanted me to keep.”

	He pauses with the drink to his lips, but then takes a sip. “Yes,” he says, lowering his glass. “I did. And you told me, you wouldn’t tell. You told me that I could use that information to hurt you.” 

	His tone doesn’t change. His expression doesn’t change, but I don’t miss the slight hardening of his jaw. He might have been tender and sweet in the bathroom but this is a point of contention for him. “This information could hurt my family, Jax, it could hurt me, but it could also hurt you, because you knew to ask me about it, because I spoke about it in front of you with York present. Now, you’re in his crosshairs. Now, he’s going to come for you and that’s my fault. You need to be ready.” 

	He downs his drink and sets the glass on the table next to him before leaning forward, his hands settling on my legs. “Don’t you think I need to know what it is he’s coming at me for, Emma?”

	It’s a question that brings us to a moment of truth. If I tell him this secret, there are consequences to me and my family. If I don’t tell him, there are consequences to him with York. 

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

	Emma… 

	“York is dangerous,” I say, my hands pressed to the table, a way of grounding myself when I really want to just get up and change the subject. But those consequences I fear, won’t allow me to leave this alone. “But just as he will come at you, Jax, once I tell you this, you could come at my family.”

	His jaw hardens, his hand on my knee flexing into my leg. “What if I tell you I won’t use the information?”

	“I’ll believe you, Jax, but I also know you have a deep burn for some sort of redemption for your brother, a reason that makes what he did make sense. And even you, a man I believe to be a man of calculation and control are human. One piece of information about your brother and my family could hit an emotional trigger, and all good intentions fly out the window.”

	“In other words, you still don’t trust me.”

	“I barely know you, Jax and you clearly loved your brother as I love mine. Those two things could easily be at odds.”

	“Could be if we let them, but we won’t.”

	“Come on, Jax. If my brother did something that led to your brother’s troubles, to his death, then what?”

	His brow arches. “I thought you didn’t believe your brother could do such a thing?”

	I look skyward, battling about ten emotions, I have to rein in before I look at him again. “I didn’t think my father could either. What happens if Chance was involved, even if he just covered up for my father? Are you going to ruin him, and me with him?”

	“If you believe that, Emma, why are you even here right now?” he demands, anger pulsing off of him now.

	All I hear in that question is nothing. He just said nothing that I want to hear. I try to stand up. He catches my legs, holding me in place. “Running from me now?” 

	“Don’t challenge me right now,” I say, jabbing his chest. “That’s not what I need from you. Just answer. Say the words I want to hear, Jax, because like it or not, we’re still fresh, we’re still new. Too new for me not to need to hear the damn words.”

	“No, Emma,” he says, his jaw clenched. “I will not ruin you. I will not ruin Knight Hotels either. Because they are a part of you. That’s your blood inheritance, and unlike your father, I believe that’s your right.”

	That comment punches me in the gut and I cut my stare. He’s seen too much too soon and I’m suffocating in his judgment of my family, of me. I’m suffocating in his judgment of me. His fingers catch my chin and he turns my gaze to his. “I don’t know why your father put fucking Randall above you, but I will not put my revenge above you.”

	“Revenge?” I challenge. “That’s what you want? I thought you wanted answers.”

	 “Of course, I want answers, but there appears to be more players than I thought, as well. Do you really think York showed up when I did by coincidence?” 

	“That wasn’t about you, Jax. It’s about the secret he wants me to keep and if it gets out, and he ties it to me, he will lash out at me and my brother.”

	He arches a brow. “Does your brother know this secret?”

	“I don’t know,” I say. “I don’t think he does. I know. York thought I knew until I screamed that stupid comment about Marion at him. Now, he knows I know. Now, he’s going to think you know because of me, because I stupidly spoke about it in front of you. That means I owe you protection. And yes, I owe you a reason that he’s going to come at you. But don’t make this a mistake. Don’t make me sorry that I told you.” 

	His hands close around mine. “The only person I’ll make sorry is him. He might be vicious, but he has met his match in me, I promise you.”

	It’s hard to feel comfort in a declaration of viciousness from a man I’m about to give a key to my future. And he promises. I’ve heard promises that meant nothing. York himself was full of promises, as was my father, but all that aside, there is something about Jax, something that makes me feel as if I’ve known him a lifetime when it’s only been days. “I’m going to tell you. I’m going to trust you.”

	“And that is a good decision because I’m going to protect you, Emma.”

	I don’t need a man to protect me. I don’t intend to let any man have that much control over my life ever again, but this particular vow, spoken after his prior statement of viciousness, and under these circumstances is one that offers some comfort, as much as I guess can really be possible. “Okay,” I say. “I found proof that Marion was having an affair with my father, which might seem small, but it’s not. It has a snowball effect, in so many ways, too many ways.” 

	“And why exactly does this worry York?” he asks cautiously. 

	“Marion is his aunt, and if her husband finds out, he’ll leave her, which would cost her a ton of money. Marion and her husband are investors in York’s yacht company. That means his family fortune is directly affected. And of course, I’m worried Marion’s husband would drop us as their airline’s partner should this news get out by way of our family. But more so, I’m worried about what York would do to pay me back.”

	He considers this news a few beats, his expression hard, unreadable. He doesn’t speak, but he leans back and scrubs his jaw, sitting there another few moments, before he inches forward, his elbows settling on his knees. “Here’s the thing about affairs. They really are a poison that often leads nowhere good, often to revenge and nastiness. York showed up when I was at your apartment. More so than ever, I believe that was planned.” 

	“What are you thinking?”

	“My brother was a savvy businessman. If your father came at him, he’d go after your father.”

	“And that would lead to the affair,” I supply, following where he’s leading, far too easily for comfort. “You think you’re connected to this.”

	“I think my brother might have been.”

	My stomach knots with how dirty this is looking, how connected. My cellphone buzzes with a text message and I grab my phone where it sits on the coffee table next to me and check the screen. “Chance,” I say, reading the message and going cold inside. 

	“What is it?” Jax says, squeezing my leg but I’m still staring at the message in disbelief.

	“He wants me to be in the office for a meeting in the morning.” My lips thin and I look at him. “A meeting with Marion. I don’t like where this is going. This is all about her intimidating me after York threatened me.” 

	“Can she?” 

	She can’t, I think, but York can, which is a rabbit hole I’m not going down with Jax now, maybe not ever. “York can find a way to hurt anyone. I was with the man for three years, two of which I thought he was a good man. He wasn’t. That’s how good at manipulation he is. She knows I know that.”

	“What does he have on you, Emma?”

	“He doesn’t need to have anything real, Jax. He’ll create it. I need to figure out what my brother knows.” I eye my phone and text him back: I’ll be there. That’s all I say. I set my phone down. “That was the point in telling you all of this,” I say, continuing with my prior point. “York is trouble. Don’t underestimate him.”

	His eyes glint. “Let’s hope he underestimates me. I loved my brother but he lacked a back bone. I’m not my brother.”

	“What does that mean, Jax?”

	“It means that you can stop worrying about York. I’ll handle him.” 

	His voice doesn’t change. His expression doesn’t change, and yet there is a lethal quality to Jax in this moment. I lean forward and grab his hands. “I didn’t tell you this to lead you to trouble. Don’t ask for trouble. Just be ready for it if it finds you.”

	“York asked for trouble the minute he walked into your apartment and tried to control you.” 

	“Jax—”

	His hand slides under my hair and he drags my mouth to his. “I told you. I’ll protect you.”

	“You don’t know how dangerous these people are. If you aren’t careful, Jax, it will be me protecting you.” 

	He pulls me to him, taking me down on the couch with him, his powerful leg catching mine. “Fuck me instead.” 

	I open my mouth to object, to warn him about York until he listens, but his mouth closes down on mine in a searing kiss. A kiss that is all about demand. It’s possession. It’s sex and sin and satisfaction. It’s a kiss that leaves no room for conversation.

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

	Emma…

	All too easily, I forget everything but how this man feels. There is just his tongue, his hands, and this wild passion vibrating between us. Our kiss is somehow different than any kiss we have shared before now. It’s a kiss that is wicked and possessive, hungry and greedy, and yet somehow tender, and it unlocks a part of me long suppressed, long lost. A part of me that I’d thought never to be found, buried for reasons that I tell no one, reasons that are my secret, but that secret is here now. I’m here with him completely, consumed in all ways. I’m not only kissing him back, I can’t stop kissing him, touching him. And he’s touching me, too, skimming my shirt up my waist, his warm, strong hands on my naked skin, and I’m touching him, hard flexing muscle beneath my palms. I can’t get enough and I can feel his urgency expand into mine. He deepens the kiss, scooping me up by my backside and molding me to his hips, the thick ridge of his erection pressed against my belly. I need this man. I need to forget everything but him for so many reasons right now, and remarkably, he makes that possible.

	I am so inside the moment, living every lick and touch that I barely know how we end up naked, but we do, his thick shaft between us. My hand reaches for it, wraps it, and I revel in the low groan that slides from his lips. He tangles his fingers in my hair and drags my mouth to his mouth. “Who knew you were what I needed?” he murmurs, nipping my bottom lip, his breath warm on my cheek, his cock pressing inside me, stretching me, filling me, and I can barely catch my breath. I breathe out as I take all of him, and finally, he’s buried deep, our bodies pressed together on the small couch, a wild pull between us that should drive us to move. 

	But we don’t move. 

	Suddenly, we’re just staring at each other, the air between us thickening, expanding, and it doesn’t feel like it’s about sex—no, this has nothing to do with sex. Or maybe it does. It’s nothing I know, nothing I have ever experienced. He’s like nothing I have ever known. I feel him, I feel him in ways I didn’t know that you could feel a man, and it terrifies me. York hurt me. He destroyed me in ways that most can’t understand, but Jax, he affects me, he understands me—if I let Jax get close, he could destroy me in ways York never could. I don’t want him to have that power. I can’t give him that power and yet, I’m powerless to stop whatever this is between us. 

	A charge sparks in the air, and we snap then, kissing and touching, my fingers in his hair, tugging roughly and I don’t even care if it hurts. I hope it does. That’s what he gets for making me want him this badly, that’s his punishment, but he doesn’t let that go. His hand wraps my hair and gives an erotic tug, even as his fingers punish my nipple, the spiral of sensations flowing through to my sex, arching my hips, clenching my sex around his cock. 

	Jax’s tongue sweeps deep into my mouth, his hips pumping into me, hand finding my backside to pull me against a thrust, and then we are moving, swaying, fucking. Wild. Slow. Wild all over again. At some point, the wildness takes over fully and our mouths part, lips close, the two of us breathing together, breathing in each other. I don’t want this escape to end and that thought only makes me kiss him harder, move harder, touch him, everywhere. I want this to last, and I feel that in him, too, like we know reality will be harsh and cold, a divider we may not conquer, and yet, we do nothing to slow down. We’re beyond that now. But there is no staying in this place, no pleasure this good that can last forever. The next thrust of his cock undoes me, driving me to the sweet place that tenses my body into orgasm. 

	I call out his name, cling to him and then I’m there, my sex spasming around him, my face buried in his neck. His arm wraps around my waist, anchoring me to him, and he pumps again, a low, gruff, wholly masculine sound sliding from his lips as his entire body quakes. My nails dig into his shoulders, punishing him for letting this end, punishing him for making me want him this damn much. But then my body melts into his, and his into mine, and there is a calm perfection that follows. He rolls slightly and settles me half on top of him and half on top of the couch. I know I should get up, but I don’t and he doesn’t. His heart thunders beneath my ear, a low steady thrum that soothes and grounds me in the moment, in the man. His arm wraps around me, holding me close, almost willing me to stay just where I am, and so I do. I shut my eyes and drift into the sweet laden haze of satisfaction, relishing it, and refusing to let anything else in right now.

	***

	Jax…

	I lay there holding Emma, listening as she fades into sleep, thinking about everything she told me tonight, wondering what the fuck York has on her. Knowing there is far more to this than just Marion and an affair. He has something on her personally, and there’s this raging protective part of me that wants to get up now, charge to Savage’s location, and stand over him and his team until they get me answers. But that would mean letting Emma go, and as insane as it might be, considering her last name, I don’t want to let go. I’m not fucking letting go. In my gut, I think she needs me to hold on, and not just because I want her, but because she has rocked my world like no woman before her. I think Emma is in real trouble, perhaps more than she realizes, and that reminds me a little too much of what I felt with my brother, who is now dead. 

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

	Jax…

	It near dawn when I wake as Emma begins to make soft little sounds in her sleep. I lay there holding her, debating waking her up, not sure if this is simply a dream or a nightmare. My answer comes when she sobs and gasps for air. A moment later, she jolts upward, and I go with her, tightening my arm around her, both of us naked, but I’m not cold. She’s shivering. “God, it’s freezing in here.”

	It’s not freezing, not at all, and I suspect her reaction is more from the contents of that nightmare, than the room’s temperature. I grab a throw blanket off the nearby chair and wrap it around her. “Thank you,” she whispers, but she doesn’t look at me. 

	I stroke her hair. “You okay?”

	She nods, still no look. “Yes. Just—just a bad dream.” She curls tighter into herself, withdrawing, which I get. It’s how she’s survived. It’s what she does to push forward and from what I can tell of her family and York, that’s a practice she’s long embraced. 

	 “I’ll grab you the hotel robe,” I say, and I don’t wait for her reply. I sense she needs a minute to herself and I get that. There are things in my past that don’t exactly warrant sharing either, things I cope with on my own. Understanding this, I give her a minute, pushing to my feet and snatching up my pants, pulling them on. 

	I round the corner into the bedroom, open the closet just outside the bathroom and pull out the robe. The minute I turn with the intent of returning to Emma, she appears in front of me, clutching the throw blanket at her breasts. “I should shower. I have to deal with Marion this morning.”

	She’s edgy, a doe in headlights, ready to run. I catch her hip and step into her, dragging her against me. “Don’t do that,” I order softly. “Don’t shut me out.”

	Her fingers curl on my chest and for a moment she doesn’t look at me. She also doesn’t deny that she’s shutting me out. “Emma,” I prod softly, wondering what the fuck that bastard did to her.

	Her gaze lifts to mine. “I’m here, Jax. I’m not shutting you out.”

	I risk saying what I promised not to say. “I’m not him.”

	“If you were,” she says, “I wouldn’t be here. I’d have done more than shut you out. I’d have shut you down.”

	“Then talk to me. What was that about? Is it a regular thing?” 

	“I have nightmares when I feel like I’m spinning out of control. It’s a control freak thing. And I’ve had nightmares since I started reading the journal. That’s all.”

	“What kind of nightmares?”

	“It’s not about some deep dark secret that you want to know, and I know already. I can’t remember much of anything when I wake up, the memories are just tiny, shattered pieces. I just know I wake up cold and a mess.” She presses her hand to her face and then drops it. “Maybe I know something I don’t know I know. Maybe they’re just about death. Maybe they’re nothing but me falling off a cliff because I feel so damn out of control right now. I don’t know. What I do know is that I really need coffee, a shower, and to have Marion out of my day.” 

	Falling off a cliff. These words rip through me and I can feel my fingers digging into her arms. She didn’t mean to connect dots to my past, to my brother. I don’t sense that in her. I don’t believe she’s fucking with my head, but still, I let her go. “I’ll order coffee.”

	She doesn’t walk away. Her eyes search my face. “My turn. What just happened?”

	“Nothing happened.”

	She grabs my belt and I don’t believe that’s an accident. It’s her trying to tell me she really is here with me. “What just happened?” she presses again.

	I stare down at her and I can feel the edge inside me ripping and cutting from words that mean nothing to her and everything to me. “Nothing that coffee and you can’t solve.” I strip away the throw blanket, cup her naked backside, and carry her toward the shower. We both need to fuck. And after that, I’m going to find the person, or persons, who fucked my brother and fuck them, too, but unlike Emma, they won’t enjoy it. 

	I enter the bathroom, still holding Emma as I turn on the shower and then set her on her feet, kissing her as I do. Getting rid of my pants is fast, and I all but carry Emma into the shower with me. When cold water hits us, she cries out with the shock and I grunt, righting the water, and just that easily, we’re laughing—I’m fucking laughing when a minute earlier I was coming out of my own skin. And she was, too, for that matter. 

	I press her into the corner, and somehow, we end up just staring at each other, seconds ticking by, lust and anger shifting, changing to something different, something I don’t recognize as familiar. My hand slides to her neck, under her hair, and I drag her mouth to mine. “What are you doing to me, woman?” I ask, my mouth closing down on hers, and when I kiss her, it’s a tender stroke of tongue. And when I enter her, when I slide deep inside her, it’s not fucking. It’s raw and real, a deep hollow inside me where anger and a burn for revenge have lived fills with her. She’s my motivation now. She’s changed why I’m here. 

	*** 

	I leave Emma in the bathroom, finishing her morning routine, which isn’t an easy task, considering she’s wearing a tiny pink silk robe that makes me want to take her back to the shower. Once I’ve stepped away though, entering the bedroom, I slip into action mode and waste no time dressing. Out of the necessity of time, I skip shaving, but dress in an expensive navy pinstriped suit that says I’m ready to do business, be it with York, Emma’s brother, or Eric Mitchell on this financial deal I’m negotiating with him that gets more complicated the closer I get to Emma. 

	Next up, I order coffee, a selection of pastries, and then step onto the patio to dial Savage. He answers on the first ring. “Morning, sunshine,” he greets. “How do you like your eggs?”

	“The same way I like my life, right side up. What do you have for me?”

	“I’m an ass man myself, hardboiled.”

	“Am I supposed to know what that means?”

	“One day you will,” he says, whatever that means, and thankfully he moves on from the nonsense. “As for what I have for you? I homed in on York as the active aggressor. He met with his aunt Marion last night, minus her husband. After that meeting, Marion called Emma’s brother and then he called and texted Emma’s phone.”

	“I know about the attempted call and the text. Chance and Marion want to meet Emma this morning. She believes Marion wants to silence her.”

	“Because she knows Knight Senior was having an affair with Marion.”

	“Yes,” I say, impressed at how quickly he got to that information. “York is threatening her to keep her quiet about it, coming at her like a freight train. I’m gambling here and saying my brother knew, too, which means York went at him, too.”

	“I’d say that’s a good gamble. We hacked York’s, Chance’s, and Marion’s calendars. Interesting thing about Marion’s calendar—the month your brother died, you know what we found? Nothing.”

	“Nothing?”

	“Nothing, but she has a full calendar now.”

	“She wiped evidence,” I say following his lead. “But she was also having an affair. That’s a good reason to wipe her calendar.”

	“An affair that she was desperate to hide. That leads me places but we’ll go there together later. Our team has only been on this for a few hours. We’ll know more soon.”

	“I’m escorting Emma to work and then headed to meetings,” I say. “Make sure she stays safe.”

	 “Safe as an angel in a savage heaven. What exactly is York using to threaten Emma?”

	“I don’t know.”

	“I thought she told you everything?” he challenges.

	“Don’t be a smartass.”

	“It’s bred in me, man. I can’t help it. Do you want me to find out for you?”

	“No,” I say. “She’ll tell me. Focus on finding out what’s really going on here, because it’s more than an affair.”

	“Understood. You want her to trust you. Just don’t trust too much.”

	“You don’t need to keep delivering that warning, Savage. I know what I’m doing with Emma. Focus on getting me answers.” I disconnect.

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

	Emma…

	The nightmare haunts me even now, sitting at the room service table with Jax. I sip my coffee and listen as Jax tells me about the castle’s history that dates back a hundred years, but even so, even as interested as I am in what he’s saying, I can’t shake this nagging, ominous feeling that nightmare produced.

	Still I ask questions, I engage. I want to know this man, I want to know about his life. “And the whiskey is produced right there?”

	“The actual whiskey production is in Portland. We have two thousand employees there. At the castle, we run the business office, and there’s a facility for new product development. The attached land has a storage facility for the whiskey.”

	There’s no way my family doesn’t know this, not if they were scouting the property. I open my mouth to say as much, but Jax’s cellphone rings. He grabs it from the table and glances at the number. “Jill. My operations manager.” He answers the line, and they begin talking about the event he’s invited me to attend this weekend. 

	“We are not blindfolding customers for a taste test,” Jax says, pushing to his feet in obvious agitation. He walks toward the balcony and just that easily, I’m flashing back to the past.

	There’s a blindfold on my eyes and I want it off, I want it off so badly, but I can’t get it off. My hands are bound, and oh God, I’m naked. I try to do what he told me to do, to sink into the darkness, to lose myself in the darkness and forget everything else, but I can’t. It’s as if pins are prickling my skin. I shift from a past memory to the nightmare and all I can remember is falling into the darkness, certain that I will hit the ground and die any moment.

	“Emma.”

	At the sound of Jax’s voice, my gaze jerks up to find him standing by the side of my chair, towering above me. “Yes?”

	“Why are you holding the butter knife like you’re about to stab the croissant to death?” He goes down on a knee in front of me, turning my chair to face him. His hand closes around the knife, and he sets it on the table. “Talk to me. What just happened?”

	I swallow hard, in a place right now with Jax I don’t want to be. “I remembered the nightmare or part of it. I was falling.”

	“Falling,” he says softly, his fingers flexing on my knee, just under the navy-blue skirt I’m wearing. “You said that earlier. Tell me. You were falling?”

	There is something in this question, something sharp and hard, and yet his voice doesn’t change, his expression doesn’t change. “Yes, I told you, it’s a control thing. It’s this meeting with Marion and York showing up. Not to mention having my own apartment become a hazard. Triggers. These things are triggers. I’m actually looking forward to my Germany trip in two weeks. I need out of this city.”

	“Start by coming home with me. Don’t make it a maybe like you did when you were packing. Make it a sure thing.”

	Am I really going to do this? “When?”

	“I’ve been waiting for you to tell me that. When can you leave?”

	“I’ll know after the meeting,” I say. 

	“Does that mean you’re going with me?”

	I breathe out, “Yes. Yes, I do believe I am.”

	The hardness in his eyes evaporates, replaced by warmth. “Then let’s get you to that meeting.” He offers me his hand and helps me to my feet, his hand settling possessively at my hip. His hand that has been all over my body these past few days, memories heating my skin. “I want you with me when I leave, Emma.”

	“I want to be with you, Jax.”

	He leans in to kiss me when his phone buzzes again. He grimaces, his lips brushing mine before he retrieves his phone from his pocket and glances down at the messages. “I’m going to grab my purse,” I say, and I do just that, rushing to the bathroom, scooping it up, as well as my briefcase. My gaze shifts and somehow lands on the journal where it rests on the nightstand, the memory of Jax refusing to read it hitting me in all the right ways. He wants to read it. He’s holding back for me. I don’t remember the last time anyone sacrificed for me and I know that’s a sacrifice. I know Jax is looking for what pushed his brother over the edge. I know he thinks that’s my family and still, he didn’t read the journal. I decide to leave it on the nightstand. I just don’t want to risk leaving it in my office or apartment right now. 

	Rejoining Jax, I find him checking his watch and I have a momentary flash of York doing the same thing. I hate that the damn watch brand reminds me of York again. I hate that he’s under my skin enough to distract me from Jax, who matters. York doesn’t matter. Well, the man doesn’t matter, but the hell he can put me through does. It’s what he might put my family through that does. It’s how he might lash out at Jax that does. 

	And deep in my gut, my fear is that Jax is right. York is in the middle of this thing with Jax’s brother, which will lead only one place: a war between York and Jax. But where does my brother fall in all of this? Where do I? 

	“Ready?” Jax asks, and I force myself back into the moment, and that’s not a challenge. Jax is an amazing man, gentle and yet confident, caring and yet dominant, striking combinations that apparently work for me. I’m going to the castle with him.

	“Yes,” I say. “I’m ready.”

	We exit the hotel room and he hands me a key. “Yours. It’s our room now.”

	I have no idea why this warms me the way it does, but it does. I accept the key, and his hand closes around mine. “Soon you can share my real bed.”

	The air thickens between us, that electric push and pull that is always present, jolting up a notch. “The king’s bed in his castle?”

	“King of the north,” he jokes in a Game of Thrones jest that only endears me to him more. His humor is sexy, but if I’m honest with myself, so is the darkness he buries beneath that humor. He’s broken in some way. I’m broken in many ways. This draws us to each other. I know this. Death has been our mutual calling card, but for the first time, I wonder if that bond heals or destroys. 

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

	Emma…

	My worries are easily forgotten when my eyes meet Jax’s as laughter fades into heat, something that’s becoming familiar between us. I run my hand down the lapel of his jacket, and my God, his suit makes him look like walking sex. I have a momentary flashback of his lips on my belly, my fingers tangling in that dirty blond hair. 

	“If you keep looking at me like that,” he warns, “we’ll go back into the room.”

	He takes my briefcase, slides his arm around me and the two of us start the walk to the elevator. Slowly. Like we both dread letting the rest of the world into our world. At least, I know I do. The Jax North playground is a good playground. 

	 A few minutes later, we step off the car into the lobby and a tall, brutal-looking man with a scar down his cheek greets us. “Howdy there, ma’am,” he says, giving me a nod. “I’m Savage, Rick Savage, but everyone calls me Savage because I’m so nice and all that fun stuff.” His gaze shifts to Jax. “I have men following you both. You won’t see them unless you need them. I’ll be locked into them and you both.” 

	I don’t have to ask who Savage is. I know Jax hired protection. With York in town, I’m not fighting that idea either. “Do you know how York got into my apartment? I assume Jax told you what happened?”

	“He did,” Savage says. “And whoever helped him was good enough to stay off our radar, and that’s really damn good.”

	“That’s not comforting, but then, York has money. He’ll pay for the best.”

	“Jax paid for the best,” he assures me. “Us.” He shifts his attention back to Jax. “There’s a black SUV waiting for you out front.” He looks at me. “Don’t leave your offices without our ride or our support.” He hands me a card. “Put my number in your phone.”

	I accept the card. “Thank you, Savage.”

	He narrows his eyes on me. “No pushback? I’m used to pushback from pretty ladies.”

	“Not from me,” I say. 

	“Interesting,” he says. “Then you believe there’s real trouble.” 

	“Yes. Yes, I do.”

	“What kind of trouble?” he challenges, and I don’t like the way his tone seems to spell guilt of some type. I’m not guilty of anything, but being in the middle and being stupid enough to stay with York as long as I did. 

	“The kind that has York Waters walking into my apartment and Jax hiring you to protect us both.” I turn and look at Jax. “I need to get to work.”

	His eyes soften with understanding, not accusation, and when Jax waves Savage off, I allow him to pull me back under his arm and set us into motion once again. But Savage follows. I can feel his big bear of a presence behind us, pressing on my shoulders. He’s protecting us. He’s looking for answers, but he doesn’t trust me. It’s the kind of negativity I don’t need right now. We exit the hotel and just before I climb into the SUV, Savage is standing right there with us again. 

	“Sometimes even the people I protect have secrets,” he says. 

	That sets me off. “I do have secrets,” I snap. “But not ones that serve your cause. They aren’t yours to know. I’ve told Jax everything I know.”

	“Understood,” he says and offers me his jaw. “Punch me. I can take it. It’ll mix things up and get us working well together. And as a plus, you get to let off some steam.”

	“You tempted the wrong person,” I warn, stepping to him. “I’ll do it.”

	 “Bring it.”

	Jax catches my arms from behind and pulls me against his chest. I look up at him and he casts me in an amused stare. “Beat him up later. You have a meeting and we have travel plans to make.” He kisses me, and it’s such a relationship-like kiss that it curls my toes right there in front of Savage.

	“I suppose I should save my frustrations for Marion.” I look at Savage. “You got off the hook. Stop being an asshole.”

	“No promise there,” Savage says, tracing his goatee. “But I’m a work in progress. I might get there. The driver’s name is Smith. He’s the quiet type.” He gives me a mock salute and eyes Jax, giving him a nod. 

	I turn out of Jax’s arms and climb inside the SUV with him following. He shuts us inside and the SUV starts moving. My cellphone rings and I settle my purse on the seat, pull the phone from my purse to find York’s assistant calling me, which must mean it’s really York calling me. Jax shuts us inside and greets the driver as I decline the call. My phone starts ringing again. I grimace. “You know who it is,” I say. 

	“York,” Jax supplies. “I thought you blocked his number?”

	“He called from his assistant’s phone, which is a head game, and a message, the kind he enjoys.”

	“He’s telling you he can still get to you.”  

	We’re back in uncomfortable territory which I why I don’t agree or disagree. I glance over at him. “I don’t think his timing is a coincidence. He has to know that I’m meeting with Marion.” 

	“Maybe you should talk to him.”

	“No,” I say. “That is not a beast I want to feed.” 

	“Marion setup this meeting for a reason, Emma,” he warns. “She’s afraid of you. So, either your brother already knows about the affair and they’re going to team up on you, or you’re in for a surprise.”

	“My brother wouldn’t sideswipe me,” I say, without an inkling of hesitation. “I know there’s a surprise coming though and it won’t be a good one.”

	“Do you want to talk about what that might be and strategize before you go to the meeting?”

	This offer surprises me when perhaps it shouldn’t. This is Jax and Jax is never anything I expect, and that’s a good thing. “Thank you, but the ride is short and we’re almost there. I just want this over.” 

	“We can drive around or park and talk this out,” Jax says. “Hell, we can go get coffee. They can wait.”

	“I got this,” I promise. “I’ll deal with it and the rest of my work. Then I’ll clear my schedule and we’ll go to Maine. I’ll run away with you for real this time, Jax.” 

	Jax laces the fingers of his hands with mine and kisses my knuckles. “Yes. You will. Remember that when you’re in there today.” 

	“I will,” I promise as the SUV stops and the driver calls out, “We’re here now.”

	“Last chance to game plan,” Jax offers. 

	“I want it over with,” I repeat, and he gives a small nod before he opens the door and steps outside, helping me exit. “I’ll walk you to the door,” he says, his hand at my waist. 

	We turn for the door and my brother steps in front of us. No. Not us. He steps in front of Jax, his eyes locked on him.

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

	Emma…

	Chance and Jax stand there staring at each other, two good looking men, the same and yet different, Chance dark-haired, Jax fair-haired, a push and pull of power between them that threatens to explode.

	“What are you doing, Chance?” I hiss urgently, and because I know how deeply Jax wants answers, and in truth, revenge, I grab his arm, anchoring him, reminding him that Chance is my brother. 

	Chance’s gaze rockets to me, his piercing blue eyes alight with anger. “You stayed the night with him again?” he demands.

	I blanch, shocked by such a question from Chance of all people. “Where is this coming from? You knew we were together, and how is that your business?”

	“That’s a yes,” he says, his gaze swinging back to Jax. “I don’t want her hurt.”

	“Neither do I,” Jax says, “and it seems to me that’s not always been the case. York showed up at her place yesterday morning.” 

	“He’s her ex-fiancé,” Chance replies. “You aren’t.”

	“He’s a bastard I don’t want near me,” I snap.

	 “A bastard who had a key she didn’t give him,” Jax adds. 

	Chance looks at me. “I don’t even have a key. How fuck did he get a key?”

	“I don’t know,” I say. “But he walked right in, and honestly, you don’t know that man like I do. I thank God Jax was there. He made him leave. I don’t think you really understand, Chance, and that’s on me, but—he scares me.” 

	My brother stares at me to the point of awkward before he says, “I’ll get him out of town.” He looks at Jax. “Thank you for being there for my sister but I’m not my father. I don’t know what happened between him and your brother and neither does Emma.” 

	“Prove it,” Jax says. “Why did your father want the castle in the first place? He came at it like we’re sitting on an oil field.”

	“I’ll be damned if I know,” Chance says. “But he wanted it.” My brother glances my direction. “He even put that in the will. Get the castle. That’s an exact quote.”

	Relief washes over me that he’s not only been honest with me on this, but that he’s done it in front of Jax, and even looks at Jax as he adds, “That’s all I know.”

	“And I need to know what that’s about,” Jax says. “Because my brother is dead.”

	Chance draw back, as if slapped. “You actually think that’s connected to us?”

	“Is it?” Jax challenges. 

	“Look, man, I get it. It hurts, but I don’t see the connection between my father and your brother’s suicide.”

	I cringe with the descriptive words I know will hit a nerve and set Jax off. 

	“I do,” Jax says. “And I won’t stop coming until I know where that lands.” 

	“Coming?” Chance challenges.

	“Yes, coming. And if you didn’t think I had a reason, you wouldn’t be in my face about Emma. You wouldn’t think I have a reason to hurt her.”

	Chance’s gaze jerks to me. “Did you hear that? Do you see who you’re playing games with right now, Emma?”

	“He isn’t trying to hurt me, Chance.”

	He takes my arm. “Come with me.”

	“No,” I say, shoving against him. “Stop. I’ll meet you upstairs, Chance.” I soften my voice. “I know you want to protect me, but Jax isn’t the enemy. Tell him what you know.”

	“There’s nothing to tell.”

	“If you want to protect her,” Jax says, “rein in York, use his family, and yes, I mean Marion, who you too coincidentally have your sister meeting today. Because if you don’t, I sure the fuck will.”

	“Jax,” I warn. 

	He looks down at me. “He hasn’t protected you, Emma, but I will and that I won’t apologize for.”

	“You will?” Chance challenges. “Says the man accusing her family of God knows what?”

	Jax’s gaze jerks back to his. “Yes. I will and everyone should take note and take it well.”

	“I’ll handle York,” Chance replies and looks at me. “Marion will be here in fifteen minutes. I’ll see you upstairs.”

	I give him a choppy nod, and he turns and walks away. I stare after him, praying that he’s not involved in something that damaged Jax’s family, but that doesn’t absolve Jax from his behavior either. The minute my brother’s out of hearing range, I whirl on him. “Why would you go at him about Marion?”

	“He knows York showed up in your apartment and he’s throwing you into a meeting with Marion. I don’t like it, Emma. It feels off.”

	“He’s my brother and he didn’t know about York showing up to my apartment until we told him.”

	His lips thin. “He knew. I saw it in his eyes.”

	“He didn’t know,” I bite out. 

	“Take it from me, sweetheart. We don’t always know our siblings as well as we think. I’m proof of that fact.”

	That statement ignites more anger in one moment, and then softens me in the next, my hand settling on his chest. “I know. And I know you want to protect me, but Chance and my mother are all I have left. I need to believe in my brother.”

	“And he needs you to believe in him, but at what cost, Emma?” He softens. “Just be careful, baby. I don’t want you hurt in all of this. You’re in the middle of a live fire.” He pulls me close, pressing his cheek to mine, his lips at my ear. “We are good, really damn good, Emma.” He inches back to look at me. “You know that, right?”

	“Yes. I know.” I grab his lapel. “And I really do like baby. Not just because of how you say it. Because I’ve decided that you use it when you’re emotional and I think very few people get to see those emotions. But just remember, we’re good because we understand each other. And what I understand now is that while you may not choose to show those emotions to others, they’re present, and like it or not, they’re a part of you and your decisions.” 

	He doesn’t agree or disagree. He doesn’t even comment. He simply takes my hand and brings it to his lips. “Be careful,” he repeats. “Call me if you need me. I’m going to a couple of meetings, but nothing I won’t end for you.”

	Protectiveness radiates from him, the kind you don’t just hear, but feel. It’s another something that I’ve never felt that from anyone in my life, even Chance, if I’m honest. “I’ll be fine. I have Savage, too. I’ll call him if I need help and text you so I won’t interrupt your meetings. I’ll see you soon?”

	“The minute you’re free, baby.” He leans in to my ear again. “And I already can’t wait.” He pulls back and slides my briefcase onto my shoulder. “Go inside so I know you’re safe.”

	I turn, walking toward the door, but dread fills me at what is before me, and I find that I want to turn around and walk back toward Jax, but that’s not an option. I need to know what this is all about. I need answers. And so, I keep moving forward and enter the building, waving goodbye to Jax, and heading toward the elevator. Once I’m on the car, my mind shifts back to Jax’s accusations about Chance. Did Chance know about York and he didn’t check on me? And if so, how would he know? That doesn’t feel right. York is somehow up to no good, no good that I now really, truly, fear links to Jax and his brother. But if Jax is right, if my brother knew that York was at my apartment, does that mean that he’s involved, too? 

	The elevator door opens and Chance is standing there waiting on me. 

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

	Emma…

	I step out of the elevator to join Chance in the hallway. “You’re starting to seem like my stalker brother, which would be a great title for a Lifetime movie.” 

	“Marion’s already here,” he says. “She’s waiting in the conference room.”

	“Why is she here at all?”

	He actually looks irritated by the question. “She’s our largest corporate customer. Why else?”

	“The morning after York breaks into my apartment?” I challenge.

	“York is not a part of Marion’s business. He runs his own company. And you’re letting Jax North get into your head and that’s dangerous. He clearly thinks we fucked over his brother. He’s trying to fuck you to fuck us.” 

	I suck in a breath, stunned. “You think he’s fucking me for revenge? Because he can’t possibly want me for anything but that or money?” Anger unfurls in me and I try to turn away, wanting out of this hallway. 

	Chance catches my arm. I face off with him. “I need to put up my stuff before the meeting and we have security cameras. Do you really want us fighting to be on that footage?”

	He grimaces and lets me go. I charge into my office, flip on the light, and walk to my desk. I used to love this office, with the cute gray couches with red accents pillows, big windows overlooking the ocean. Now it feels like a prison. 

	“Come on, Bird Dog,” Chance says, joining me and shutting the door. “You know that’s not what I meant.”

	I shove my purse in my drawer. “Why were you even in his face down there, Chance?” I drop my briefcase on the desk. 

	He crosses to stand in front of my desk and me. “Because my gut told me he was trouble.” He leans on the desk. “This is about him, Emma. There is more going on here than you know.”

	 “You mean it’s about his brother who killed himself after dad went at him? Yes. I know. Jax told me all about it and obviously, you know, and yet you told me to ask him about the castle.” 

	“No one, dad included, made Hunter kill himself. That’s nonsense. I had no clue Jax thought such nonsense or I wouldn’t have told you to feel him out on the sale of the castle.”

	“Why couldn’t you just show up for coffee, Chance? Why didn’t you talk to him then? I gave you your meeting. You could have talked to him about anything over coffee. He expected it.”

	“Because I thought he’d walk away, but clearly that’s not what he’s doing.”

	“You thought he’d fuck me, have that in his pocket, and move on? And you were okay with that? But now it’s gone too far. I’ve fucked him too many times?” I don’t give him time to reply. If he says the wrong thing, I might say more than I want to say right now. “What did dad want with the castle?”

	“I told you and Jax that I don’t know,” he says. “But now that Jax is all up in your ass, I’m going to find out.”

	I point at him. “Do not talk like that. Not to me.”

	He inhales and breathes out. “I’m sorry. I just don’t like the fact that he has an agenda.”

	“That he told me about right away. That matters, Chance.”

	He pushes off the desk. “Let’s just go meet with Marion. Contrary to other thoughts, she’s our client. A big client that brings a shit-ton of business to our hotels.”

	“Why am I involved?”

	“She asked for you, and why wouldn’t you be involved? New property development is your arena and when she’s doing any type of expansion, you’re always involved.”

	“Except with the purchase of the castle.”

	“Which was dad’s decision, not mine,” he says. “I’m looking into the details.” 

	There’s a lot I want to ask, a lot I want to say but I decide I want to know more about Marion being here right now. “Let’s just get this meeting behind us.”

	“Why didn’t you tell me York scared you?”

	“Because it didn’t matter. He was gone, but he walked right into my apartment. He walked in and he wouldn’t have left.”

	“Meaning what?”

	I hug myself, chills running down my spine. “Meaning he scares me.”

	He studies me for several long beats. “You don’t need Jax to handle him. That’s trouble you don’t want. I’ll handle him. I’m make sure that Marion handles him if that’s what it comes to.”

	This offer is a small semblance of relief. If Marion was controlling him, or if York was controlling him over the affair, I doubt he’d make that promise. And honestly, my brother isn’t a man that anyone controls. 

	 I nod and walk toward the door before he asks more questions about York before this conversation gets into territory I don’t intend to travel with anyone. Ever. I exit the office and Chance steps beside me. “I love you, Bird Dog. Don’t forget that.”

	“Then don’t call me Bird Dog,” I say, casting him a sideways look. “I hate it.”

	“But you love me.”

	“Yes. I love you,” I say as we stop at the conference room, “but,” I add as he reaches for the door, “I’m still angry with you right now.” 

	“For what?” he asks. 

	“Everything, including the telemarketer that keeps calling my phone.”

	He laughs and winks before opening the door. In that moment, he and I feel normal, but deep in my gut, something is off. Really off. I enter the conference room to find Marion sitting on the right side of the long, rectangular table. “Morning,” she says, shutting her MacBook that’s sitting in front of her, her red lipstick matching her red blouse. 

	“Morning,” I say, and I don’t miss the narrowing of her green eyes on my face, assessing me, gauging my state of mind.

	Chance shuts the door and joins me, and she repeats the prior greeting. “Morning.”

	“Morning, Marion,” he says, and he and I move forward, toward the table. Chance claims the head of the table while I sit across from Marion.

	“Thank you both for making time for me on such short notice,” Marion says. “I wanted to wait a respectable amount of time to broach this subject, and after meeting with Emma two nights ago, I felt now was the time. Your father and I had talked about an expansion of our partnership. I want to talk to you two about it now.”

	“What kind of expansion?” I ask cautiously.

	“We discussed a cruise line,” she says, “which, as a cross between our travel business and your hotel business, would be a new entity that we would invest and partner in together.”

	A cruise line when York runs his “cruises” as he calls his private yacht parties. This is not an accident. This is a warning. 

	 “Ideally” she continues, “we’d have the boats stop at locations with Knight Hotels, which I assume, Emma, would fall under your expertise.”

	My fingers curl on my leg under the table. I know what she’s doing. She’s trying to keep me close, keep me under thumb. “This isn’t my expertise at all. And I don’t remember father bringing this up.”

	 “I’m afraid I know nothing about this type of business either,” Chance agrees. “And I assume this isn’t any further than brainstorming, since I wasn’t privy to any information on this topic. Nor did my father leave anything behind on this topic.”

	“We’d started working the numbers,” she says, setting a folder in front of me and Chance. “That has the business proposal inside. It’s an investment, but if we use York’s connections, even bring him into the mix, we can get a steal of a deal on his ships. I propose we start by meeting with him. He set aside lunch if you two can make the time.”

	She’s not just trying to control me. She’s trying to use York to control me, too. I open my mouth to reply, but Chance leans forward. “Why exactly did my father talk to you about this, Marion? I’m baffled by my exclusion.”

	If I’d believed Chance knew about Marion and our father, that question says he doesn’t. In that, I find comfort. 

	 “This was a bit of a pet project for the two of us.” She smiles. “You know how your father and I loved to game plan taking over the world.”

	“No,” Chance says. “Actually, I don’t.”

	“This is something our company really wants to do,” she says. “Your father wanted to be our partner hotel. If that doesn’t still align with your company, we need to look at the entire relationship.”

	The air around Chance crackles. “I do believe that’s a threat. I don’t do well with threats, Marion.”

	“Don’t be silly. It’s not a threat. It’s business.” Her cellphone buzzes and she glances down at the message and then back up. “York’s in the lobby. I asked him to stop by and talk about his role. Unless we’re not moving forward?” 

	Chance stares at her, seconds ticking by, which should offer more comfort, but there’s something in the air, something between them that I can’t quite name, which sets me on edge. “Emma, give us a few moments alone.” He doesn’t look at me. That sits wrong, too. I know my brother. He knows I know him, and right now, he doesn’t want to meet my stare. 

	But I don’t argue. I get up and I leave, exiting the conference room and shutting the door. I stand there, drawing a breath. Chance is hiding something. I start walking, but I don’t go to my office. I walk toward my brother’s office.

	 


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

	Jax…

	I didn’t want to leave Emma. I wanted to whisk her away to the airport and get her out of here. 

	That feeling stays with me as I sit at a café table with Eric Mitchell claiming the seat across from me. “Good news,” he says after ordering a coffee. “I talked to Grayson about your interest in our investment pool.” Grayson being Grayson Bennett, his boss, and best friend. “He’s interested in your joining us but he would like to meet. He said you sent him an invitation to the Harvest. We’re going to join you there.”

	“That’s great news. We’re happy to host you inside the castle if you’d like?”

	“We’d love it,” he agrees. “This is a technicality really but you know Grayson is all about ethical partnering. He’s a good man, but I vouched for you.” His coffee arrives and he reaches for the creamer. “Grayson has high standards, but those standards are one of the reasons I’m by his side.”

	“A savant and self-made billionaire,” I say. “You could be anywhere.”

	“Grayson funded me. He gave me a future. He brought my ass in line, too. I’m not the good guy he is.”

	“And yet you’re his best friend.”

	He laughs. “I control myself because of him. And my new wife.”

	“It was a beautiful wedding.”

	“It was, wasn’t it?” He laughs. “You never think that shit will matter to you until you meet the right woman. They show up and just sideswipe the fuck out of you.”

	Emma is instantly in my mind. Sideswiped. That’s an understatement. “Chance Knight.”

	“What of him?”

	“You vouched for him, too? Is that how this merger talk between your hotels and the Knight brand started?”

	“It’s more a partnership than merger that brings them into our investment pool, but you know that from our talk yesterday.” He arches a brow. “Where are you going with this?”

	“I don’t know, man. Something went down between the Knight family and my brother.”

	“Hunter?”

	“Yeah. Hunter.”

	“What kind something?” he inquires. 

	“Something that ended with him dead.”

	He sits forward. “Look, man, his father was a bastard but Chance? That’s not him. I wouldn’t have done business with his father. He tried to get into our pool. I didn’t even think about it. Don’t convict the son for the father’s sins. I’m a perfect fucking example of that. My father was nasty personified. I’m not him.”

	“But you say you’re not Grayson either,” I remind him. “Without Grayson, you might not be the man you are right now.”

	His lips thin. “Yes, but maybe Chance is a better man just by way of his father leaving this world. And that sounds shitty, but it’s just an observation. I know the man. Don’t convict him for a crime his father committed.” 

	“We’re just talking about jumping into bed on this financial deal,” I say. “I want to make sure I’m not going to regret that decision.”

	“I wouldn’t steer you wrong,” he assures me. “This is going to be good for all of us.” He softens his voice. “I get where your head is right now. My mother killed herself.”

	I feel those words like a jolt. “What?”

	“Yeah, man. She had cancer and she was forcing my father to take me in. She put a gun to her head and killed herself. I thought she’d want to be there for me, to fight for her life, but she was fighting for me. I don’t know why your brother did what he did, but it feels like they’re selfish at first. Look beyond that. Look for a reason that was selfless. You might find it.” He glances at his watch. “I need to go.” He knocks on the table. “Here’s to making a hell of a lot of money together.” He stands up and leaves. 

	I stare after him, thinking about Hunter who had the world in his hands. “Why?” I whisper. It doesn’t make sense. 

	The doors chime and I look up to find Savage and another man walking toward me. The stranger is tall and broad, probably six-foot-three, with dark hair tied at his nape, a cool confidence about him. I stand as they arrive. “Blake Walker,” the stranger announces, shaking my hand. “One of the founders of Walker Security. I didn’t know you knew Eric.”

	“How do you know him?” I ask, giving Savage a nod and the three of us sit. 

	“We do contract security for Bennett Enterprises,” Blake says. “They’re good people. Knight Senior was not. And York Waters. York is not even close to a good person.”

	“Blake’s the hacker I told you about,” Savage says. “People all over the world come to him to dig up secrets.”

	“And the Knight family has secrets,” Blake says. “Dark, dirty secrets.” 

	***

	Emma…

	I walk into my brother’s luxurious corner office, and thank God, his secretary is on vacation and the temp is nowhere to be found. The coast is clear and I shut the door. Not sure how long I have, I rush toward his desk and try the drawer. It’s locked. I curse and pull open the middle drawer. No key. Inhaling, I remember the survival classes my father made me take and I grab a paperclip, open it up and stick it into the lock. It’s a struggle but it works. The drawer opens. I pull my phone from my jacket pocket where I stuck it at some point, ready to take photos if needed, but telling myself that’s nuts. This is Chance. There’s nothing to find and photograph. 

	I search the drawer and find nothing odd. I move to the next drawer and it’s more of the same. Next comes the credenza behind me, with not much better luck. That’s when my gaze lands on the cabinet beneath his liquor collection. I rush over there, squat and use my paperclip. The door pops open and my heart clenches at the sight of an accordion file. The same kind I found in my father’s desk. 

	I grab it and I swear it burns a hole in my hand. I shut the door and stand. I’m not staying here one minute longer. I rush toward the door, and exit to the hallway. The coast is clear, and I don’t stop walking until I’m in my office. I shut the door and then walk to my desk, sit down and open the file. 

	The first thing I pull out makes me sick to my stomach. I pant out a breath and there’s a knock on my door one second before Chance walks in. I stand up and he shuts the door. “I told her that I’ll meet with York.”

	I hold up a photograph in my hand, a photograph of me in Starbucks, one of many photographs of me. “Are you having me followed? 

	“Fuck. No. That was—it was dad’s. I found it in his things.”

	“And you didn’t tell me?” I demand in disbelief.

	“I didn’t feel like it served a purpose other than hurting you.”

	“Did he follow you?”

	His lips thin. “No, or if he did I don’t know about it.”

	“Did you know what an asshole he was?”

	“I worked with him every day. Yeah, sis, I knew. The question is how do you know? He was a good actor.”

	“I found his journal.” 

	“Journal?”

	“Yes. Journal. And I promise you, that you don’t want to read it.”

	He steps toward me, his entire body radiating agitation. “I need that journal, Emma.”

	“No, I don’t think I’m giving it up.”

	“I need the damn journal.”

	“Why?”

	“Because I’m the one living in the hell of his actions. I need everything I can get to cut off the bleeding.”

	“So I’m right. He did bad things.”

	“Yes, Emma. He did bad things.”

	“What did he do to Jax’s brother?”

	“I don’t know.”

	“You do know.”

	“I don’t know,” he says. “And you need to step away from him and this. You’re too emotional. You’re going to make him think there’s fire where he’s created smoke.”

	I shove the photos in the folder, shove the folder in my briefcase, and stand up. “Did you agree to work with Marion?”

	“I’m meeting with York. We’ll go from there.”

	“She was having an affair with dad. She’s trying to trap us. I don’t know how, but this is a trap. She’s afraid we’ll tell her husband. That’s what York wants from me. Silence. Or else. And his or else is not good.”

	“I know about the affair.”

	“You knew?”

	His lips thin. “I know now.”

	“Does Marion know you know?”

	“Yes. I confronted her right before the award ceremony which is why I stayed away. I didn’t want to be in the same room as her and her husband.”

	“Then you have to see I’m right,” I say. “She’s manipulating us. She wants to silence us. This cruise plan is a trap.”

	“I don’t trap easily,” he says. “I’ve got this.”

	“But we might work with her and York?”

	“We’ll see, Emma.”

	“Does mom know?”

	“She knows.”

	“How?”

	“She found photos she showed me. Marion was naked.”

	I inhale a sharp breath. “And we’re still considering this cruise line?”

	“Give me some credit for having a plan. I’m working on a partnership to replace them but, Emma, I need that journal.”

	“I locked it in a safety deposit box. The key is at my apartment that I can’t go to because of York. It has no names anyway. It’s just a bunch of nasty thoughts from his nasty mind.” I grab my purse. “I need to take a few days and then go to Germany. I need to see mom while I’m there.” 

	I try to pass him. “Get me the key before you leave.”

	“Fine. I’ll get you the key.” 

	“Promise.”

	“I promise.”

	I jerk away from him and head for the door. “Emma.”

	I stop just before opening the door. “Yes?”

	“I need that file back.” 

	I exit the office, and rush for the elevator. It dings and I manage to enter with a cluster of people. Chance steps in front of the door and grimaces at the crowd. He has to let me go. I sink to the back of the car and realize that Jax never gave me his number. I grab the card Savage gave me from my side pocket but as I glance at my phone, I spy a text from Jax that reads: My phone number is now in your phone and here is Savage’s for easy use. Text me or call me when your meeting is over.

	I shoot him a reply: I had a problem. I have to get out of the office with a folder now. I’m leaving. I’m going to the Starbucks four blocks west of my office to grab an Uber there. 

	The elevator opens and I dash out of the door, through the lobby, my heart racing. I don’t know what’s in this folder. I just have this sense that Chance might chase me down for it. I’ll analyze how bad that is when I see what’s inside. 

	All but bursting onto the street, I cut right, and thank God, for the crowd. I weave inside it and I make it a block when suddenly a man steps in front of me: York. 

	 


CHAPTER FORTY

	Emma...

	York’s hands come down on my arms, and to most women, he’s Mr. Tall Dark and Good Looking, rich and powerful, a man you want to touch you. For a moment, I let him do just that. For a moment, I’m remembering my nightmare, back in that dark room, a prisoner that can’t escape but I know what comes when I try: I fall to my death. For a moment, I’m paralyzed, but that darkness washes away in a gust of ocean air, the world around me exploding with honking horns, voices, the smell of salt and city. I shove against him. “What are you doing here, York?”

	“It’s a busy street, Emma. Luck just brought us back together.”

	“There is no luck to you and me together.”

	“We both know that’s not true. Let’s go somewhere and talk. Somewhere alone. I’ll remind you how much you like being alone with me. I promise.”

	“Never again. How did you get into my apartment?”

	“You gave me a key.”

	“I changed the locks.”

	“You’re confused and we need to talk about secrets. Mine,” he pauses for effect, his gaze raking over my body, “and yours.”

	I want to tell him that outing Marion for hurting my mother would be worth anything he could say about me. I do, but it’s not that simple. The company, the families that work for the company, that depend on it, would all suffer if this goes the wrong direction. And in my core, I feel a need to hold back, to see inside that folder before I do anything else.

	His lips quirk. “You sure about that?”

	Before I can answer, Jax is suddenly at my side, his hand catching my hip, molding me close. “There you are.” He looks down at me. “You okay?”

	Now I am. Now, I can breath again. “How are you here?”

	“Lucky,” he says softly. 

	Lucky.

	Yes. This time luck is luck.

	“Should we let Jax in on the secret?” York asks. 

	My gaze jerks to York. “Go away, York.”

	He gives a laugh. “I guess that’s a no. Quid pro quo. You do remember what that means to me, right?” He winks and steps away, disappearing into the crowd. 

	Jax turns me to face him. “Are you really okay?” he asks again, rubbing my arms. “You’re trembling.”

	“Can we just get out of here? Like the entire city?”

	His eyes darken. “You want to leave now?”

	“Yes. Now. No stops. To the airport and we leave.”  

	“Now it is.” He takes my hand and we walk a block to the SUV waiting on us. Jax helps me inside and I swear when that door shuts, and the vehicle starts to move, relief washes over me. It’s almost as if I’m running for my life.  

	Jax pulls me close but he doesn’t ask questions. The man just seems to get me. Now is not the time for me to talk. I just want on a plane. He grabs his phone and makes a call. “Now. Yes. Now.” He hangs up. “I had my pilot on standby.”

	I nod, thankful, and taken by this man in a new way. He has a private plane and yet, he doesn’t flaunt his money. He doesn’t act like he’s better than everyone else. He has power. He has money. He uses both as needed, but I’m also reminded of him telling me that he knew how to use money to hurt his enemies. What if this folder makes me or my brother an enemy? I can’t show it to him now. I can’t look at it now. I won’t. No matter how much it kills me. I won’t look at it until I’m alone. 

	***

	Jax…

	We arrive at the airport forty-five minutes after we enter the SUV thanks to traffic. I don’t know what she found out, what she’s running from, but I know enough after my meeting with Blake Walker to take some guesses. Exactly why I don’t push her to talk. I don’t give her a reason to run from me like she ran from whatever happened in that office. But damn it, that talk with Blake burned a hole in my belly while I was standing there with York. I wanted to punch the bastard but that would’ve landed me in court, which would’ve given him control he’ll never have. He just doesn’t know it yet. 

	The SUV pulls onto the tarmac, next to the plane and I help Emma out of the SUV. “Oh God. What about our bags?” 

	“Savage is bringing them. He’s coming with us. A team of his men are following for the weekend event.” 

	She doesn’t ask how any of that came together. She just nods and I grab her hand, leading her to the steps of the plane. Once we’re inside we head to the back and settle in two leather seats. “I need to talk to the pilot,” I say. “I’ll be back in about ten minutes.” I pull her close and kiss her. “I’m glad you’re here.”

	“Me, too,” she whispers.

	I leave her there as she settles into her seat, and spend exactly what I’d said, ten minutes, coordinating the flight and Savage’s arrival. I return to Emma to find her looking inside a folder that looks like the one from the hotel, but it can’t be. Savage has that folder with her luggage. No, this is whatever she ran with, what I want to ask about but my gut said to wait. 

	I sit down next to her and she shoves everything back inside and hands it to me. “What is this?”

	“Surveillance of me, you, your brothers, and Marion. My brother said it was my father’s file, but a few of those shots of me are recent. I’d say that’s proof that something bad went down, Jax. I’m not sure why I’m included.” She looks at me. “I don’t know why. I swear. I’m not involved.”

	Why the hell were any of us under surveillance? “I believe you. We’ll figure it out.”

	“I know we will. I’m just afraid of what that means right now.” 

	Savage walks in and gives us a salute from the front of the plane. Emma grabs my arm. “Get the journal and that folder. We need to know what this is, Jax. If you can figure it out from what I have, figure it out. Make this end.”

	I look down at the folder in my hand and thumb through the shots of me that date back to before my brother died. “I’ll grab them from your suitcase,” I say looking at her. “We’ll talk it out in the air.” I hand her back the folder and stand up, walking toward Savage, tension radiating through me. What the hell are we in the middle of and where does Emma fit? Besides with me, because she does. Emma belongs with me.

	“Where’s Emma’s bag?” I ask, joining Savage.

	He motions to the overhead. “I need it,” I say, grabbing it from above myself.

	I open the case, and pull out the journal and the file, Emma’s silk gown right on top of the case, and the idea of Savage seeing that doesn’t sit well. The idea of York’s hands on her body, slices like a blade. He will not get close to her again and the many ways I’m going to ensure that will be fast and furious. 

	I zip the case up and leave Savage behind, rejoining Emma and placing the items in my hand in the seat pocket beside me. I sit down next to her. “We’re taking off in a few minutes. They’re bringing us lunch. Sandwiches for now.”

	“Just read it all, Jax. Do it now.”

	“In the air,” I say. “I need to focus.”

	A statement that makes more sense as the in flight food arrives and random crew activity takes place. We’re in the air another thirty minutes later, and I pull out our food from the delivery bags. “You don’t want to read what’s in that file or journal?” she asks, accepting her sandwich when I hand it to her.

	My jaw clenches. “I do, but am I hesitating? Yes. The last place I want to be when I find out something brutal about my brother is in a box of metal in the sky. I’ll lose my fucking mind.” It’s out before I can stop it, raw and honest, and yes, brutal. It’s also not the entire truth. It’s true, I don’t want to be a prisoner while coming out of my own skin over my brother. But I’m also not sure I want Emma to see how I react to anything her family might have done to my brother.

	Her eyes soften. “I understand. Let’s read it together at the castle then.”

	“I think that might be a good idea.” I motion to her sandwich. “Let’s eat.”

	And so we do, and we talk. We talk about everything but our families and York. She tells me about her favorite hotels she’s scouted and opened. I tell her about our whiskey, about boxing. About my love for UFC that spiraled from my love of boxing.

	“I like UFC,” she says. “And Pac-Man.”

	“You like boxing?”

	“Just Pac-Man. Something about him just makes a fight exciting.”

	It’s a good two hours before we lower our seats for the remainder of the long flight, and we lay there side by side staring at each other. “Have you ever been to Germany?”

	“I haven’t,” I admit. “I’ve been to London, Scotland, Rome, Paris, and Australia. But no, to Germany.”

	“I leave for Germany in two weeks.”

	“Not without me, Emma,” I say, stroking her cheek. 

	“You want to come with me?”

	“Yes. I do.”

	“We barely know each other.”

	“And yet you’re coming to Maine with me. Why can’t I go to Germany with you?”

	“Yes,” she says, her lips curve, those beautiful green eyes of hers warm, her voice heavy with sleepiness. “Why can’t you?” Her lashes lower and I watch her features soften into slumber. I watch her sleep but I don’t sleep. That damn journal and folder call to me. After an hour, I can’t take it. I sit up and I reach for the folder. 

	 


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

	Jax…

	Two hours later, Emma’s still asleep when I shove everything I’ve been reading back into the seat pocket. I stand up and walk to the back of the plane and press my hands to the wall, fighting off demons, fighting off the need to punch the wall. There’s not only plenty in those documents to prove malice toward my brother, but there’s reason to believe that malice extends to me and Emma. 

	I force myself to rein in my anger. I don’t want to tell her what I learned until I have time to connect a few dots. I push off the wall and walk to the front of the plane, sitting down next to Savage who has a bottle of North Whiskey next to him. I pick it up and down a few swallows before I fill him in on everything I now know. He whistles and grabs his laptop. “I’ll talk to Blake. He’ll get us answers by the time we’re on the ground.”

	I take another swig of whiskey but say nothing. I get up and return to my seat next to Emma. I’m exhausted from not sleeping last night, and clearly, she is, too. I need to be fresh when I deal with this hell I’ve unlocked. I lower my seat and roll to my side, facing her. I watch her sleep a few minutes, and damn it, she’s beautiful and sweet, and smart. She doesn’t deserve any of this while me, well, I’m like Eric. I’m not all that good of a man but damn if a woman like Emma makes me want to be. 

	I shut my eyes and Emma’s hand settles on my face. My lashes lift but hers are shut. I can’t even explain the emotion that pumps through me in that moment but I need this woman in my life. I shut my eyes and pull her hand to me. I’m not letting go and based on everything I just found out, that means war, but bring it on. 

	***

	Emma….

	I wake to find Jax sitting up with coffee in his hand, and for a moment I just stare at him, because why wouldn’t I? He’s gorgeous. “Did you sleep?” I ask, sitting up, my gaze catching on his forearm where his sleeve is rolled up, that North tattoo meaning more to me now than ever. It’s pride. It’s family. It’s every reason he’s fighting for answers.

	“A few hours,” he says, turning to face me. “We’re about to land. How do you feel?”

	“Like I need to pee and I don’t even want to know how I look right now.”

	“Beautiful, baby,” he promises, leaning over to kiss me. “Hurry. We land just a few miles from the castle. We’ll be out of the plane and there in no time.”

	My spirits lift. “I can’t wait to see it.”

	He winks and helps me to my feet and by the time I’m back, we’re in descent. It’s not thirty minutes later, and we’re gathering our things to exit the plane, which means gathering those files I took from my father and brother. A part of me wants to set them aside until tomorrow. I just want to see Jax’s home and be with him right now. 

	We exit into darkness and load up in an SUV again. “You’ll be able to see the ocean and the land tomorrow,” Jax says, pulling me close. “It’s stunning.”

	“I can’t wait.”

	We travel winding roads and in a few minutes the castle is in view, lit up with spotlights and my God it’s stunning. It’s medieval, with two towers, and white stone that seems to go on for days. I point to the right. “Is that a lighthouse attached to the castle?”

	Jax seems to stiffen, a barely-there flex of muscles that I don’t understand. “No. It’s the Century Tower.”

	 He doesn’t offer more, and I glance up at him but he leans up to talk to the driver. Avoiding me? Yes, I think so, but why? A giant black steel gate opens and the driver pulls us past it, around another winding path until we are at the front door that includes a massive stone staircase and a towering wood door. A doorman opens the doors on either side, and I glance at Jax. “It’s amazing.”

	“It is,” he agrees. “I’ll come around for you.”

	I nod, but I’m eager to see more and I slide to the edge of the seat and out of the car, greeting the man holding my door. Jax appears and offers me his arm, his eyes warm, whatever spiked that reaction in the vehicle now gone. “Welcome to my castle,” he says. 

	I smile and we start up the stairs, the cool night washing over us, the ocean air depositing salt on my lips. At the top of the stairs, a man in a suit greets Jax and punches a button. The door lifts upward, dungeon style, and then we’re entering an incredible round room with stone floors, and four arched hallways to choose a path. 

	“Jax, thank God.” A pretty blonde rushes from a doorway to our right, her black dress hugging every curve, of which she has many. “I have a problem. I’ve been trying to call you.” She glances at me. “Hello.” Her voice is stiff, lips pursed. “You are?”

	Hated apparently, I think. 

	“Emma,” Jax says. “Emma, this is Jill my operations manager.”

	She doesn’t say another word to me. She casts all her attention on Jax and her look is full of female admiration. “Can I see you alone?”

	Jax’s fingers flex where they have settled at my hip and he turns to look at me. “Give me just a minute.”

	I don’t like this. I don’t like her. I feel like I walked in on a lovers’ spat. “Okay.” 

	He glances at Jill. “I’ll be right there.” It’s a dismissal that purses her lips, but she turns and walks away.

	Jax lowers his voice. “She was Hunter’s fiancée.”

	“Oh.” I frown. “Then why does she look at you like she wants to lick you all over?”

	He doesn’t laugh. “I think some sort of post-traumatic stress.”

	“Then you know?”

	“Yes. I know.”

	“I like that you were honest about that.”

	He lowers his mouth to my ear. “And I like that you’re thinking of licking me all over.”

	Heat rushes through me and I glance up at him. “I wasn’t, but now I am,” I dare. “In your castle bed.”

	“I’m now even more motivated than ever to get you to that bed.” He kisses me. “I’ll be just a minute. You can explore the castle if you want or I can have one of my men take you to our room.”

	Our room. This statement does funny things to my belly. “I’ll wait on you. I might explore.”

	“Pick a hallway,” he says, winking before he walks the direction Jill disappeared. 

	I glance at the hallways and decide on the one to the left. Excited to see what awaits me, I walk through the archway and find myself walking a long stone hallway with cutouts filled with pieces of art. I stop at each, admiring the pieces, some of which are expensive and well-known. Eventually, I have the option of entering a library or a winding stairwell. It’s a tough choice, the books call me, but I think this might be the tower I saw upon our approach. 

	I start the walk, winding left and right for a rather long climb. Finally, I step into a giant room that appears to be a chapel, based on the stained glass cross etched in the left stone wall. But what’s even more incredible is the giant cutout archway directly in front of me, at least ten feet wide, the wind lifting from what I believe to be the ocean beyond. 

	I approach it, hoping I can spy at least a shadow of the water. The wide landing is a large step up and I take that step but I don’t walk forward, certain there’s a long drop, that I will confirm in the morning light. 

	“The drop is two hundred feet.”

	At the sound of a male voice, I turn to find a good looking man in jeans and a T-shirt, with blonde wavy hair so like Jax’s that I know who this has to be. “You’re Jax’s brother, Brody.”

	“Yes. I am.” He stops almost just below me. 

	“I’m Emma—”

	“I know who you are.” He steps up on the landing and literally crowds me to the point that I have to turn. I step and press my back to the stone archway, wanting something solid to support me. Suddenly I want off the landing. 

	Brody steps in front of me. “Why did you come here?”

	There’s an accusation in his voice. “What? I —was I not supposed to?”

	“Do you know how my brother died?”

	My stomach knots. I really want off this landing, but for reasons I can’t explain I know not to move. “He killed himself.”

	“He jumped. He jumped from this very spot. If we believe what they tell us.” Brody grabs my arms. “Or maybe he was pushed.” He turns me, placing my back to the drop and with one shove, I’ll be over the edge, too. 

	THE END…FOR NOW

	***

	Readers, 

	Thank you so much for picking up ONE MAN! I know this cliffhanger is a doozy, but I promise you will get more answers in book two, ONE WOMAN, which is releasing on September 17th – you can pre-order both remaining books in the NAKED TRILOGY on all platforms now!

	PRE-ORDER AND LEARN MORE HERE:

	https://nakedtrilogy.weebly.com

	***

	What’s next for me? My LILAH LOVE series has a brand-new standalone book coming out: LOVE ME DEAD which is releasing on July 16th, and then I have a standalone cowboy romance titled: THE TRUTH ABOUT COWBOYS releasing on August 27th!

	KEEP READING FOR THE FIRST CHAPTER OF MY LILAH SERIES, AND THE FIRST CHAPTER OF THE TRUTH ABOUT COWBOYS!
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	Don’t forget, if you want to be the first to know about upcoming books, giveaways, sales and any other exciting news I have to share please be sure you’re signed up for my newsletter! As an added bonus everyone receives a free ebook when they sign-up!

	http://lisareneejones.com/newsletter-sign-up/ 
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	As an FBI profiler, it’s Lilah Love’s job to think like a killer. And she is very good at her job. When a series of murders surface—the victims all stripped naked and shot in the head—Lilah’s instincts tell her it’s the work of an assassin, not a serial killer. But when the case takes her back to her hometown in the Hamptons and a mysterious but unmistakable connection to her own life, all her assumptions are shaken to the core.

	Thrust into a troubled past she’s tried to shut the door on, Lilah’s back in the town where her father is mayor, her brother is police chief, and she has an intimate history with the local crime lord’s son, Kane Mendez. The two share a devastating secret, and only Kane understands Lilah’s own darkest impulses. As more corpses surface, so does a series of anonymous notes to Lilah, threatening to expose her. Is the killer someone in her own circle? And is she the next target?

		TURN THE PAGE TO READ CHAPTER ONE OF MURDER NOTES!

	


CHAPTER ONE OF

	MURDER NOTES

	There is blood in the ocean.

	I don’t notice it at first, but then, most people don’t. It’s called denial. We refuse to see what we eventually have to cope with, or perhaps even confess. For the innocent, they don’t expect the brutality of the actions required to take a life, so they simply cannot process the inconceivable. For the guilty, it’s all about denying your own ability to do such a thing, and denial can be a slow, brutal sword that carves you inside out. Though there is another class of people that are more animal than human. Those so sick, so demented that they feel a fleeting joy from death, and then seek more joy by doing it again. And again. You won’t find guilt in their eyes. You won’t find remorse. There are times when I’ve felt like one of those animals, but then the guilt starts again.

	But you see? There is no remorse. I’m not sure what that says about me.

	And so I walk on the beach, not seeing what is there, and it’s like so many other walks along East Hampton’s Beach. Cool sand between my toes. The taste of salt on my lips. A gust of wind lifting my long brown hair from my neck. I see it happening, like I’m above the scene, looking down. Like I’m dead and that other person on the beach is alive. Sometimes I can almost hear that wind whisper my name, too: Lilah. Lilah. As if it’s calling me to a place it knows I must travel, but I continue to refuse. It is a gentle, soothing caress of a whisper, a seductive promise that acceptance will bring relief, even forgiveness.

	The wind lies. It always lies.

	But then, that’s why it wants me. Because of my lies. Because it knows how they haunt me. It knows my secrets when no one else knows. Only that’s a lie, too, and I blink to find the only other person who does know in the distance and closing in quickly.

	He walks toward me, graceful and good looking, his suit ridiculously expensive; the wet sand beneath his black lace up shoes impossibly smooth everywhere he steps. But then, he’s a man who easily convinces people he walks on water, so why not sand? A man whose accomplishments are second only to his arrogance, while his charisma is just one of his many weapons. He can kiss a woman and make her crave more–he certainly did that to me–but I remind myself that this does not make me naïve, as he also has the power to utter only a word and have grown men follow him. He is the picture of perfection that very few see is framed with broken glass. But I see. I know things about him no one else knows.

	Like he does me. And therein lies the problem. 

	Rejecting him, I turn away from his approach, facing the ocean, a new dawn illuminating the sky, a strange red spot tainting the deep blue of the water. It begins to grow, and grow some more, until the lifeblood of someone gone, and possibly forgotten, spills through it like oil, set on destruction. Blood is now everywhere. There is nothing else but it and the guilt that I’ve tried to deny.

	And suddenly he is behind me, his hand on my shoulder, and I shiver with that touch. He did this. He spilled this blood.

	Only…no. That doesn’t feel right. I think…I did this.

	I wake from one of my freak-show nightmares, which I thought were finally over, to a dark room, my cellphone ringing on the nightstand and my body aching from the need for sleep.

	“Rich,” I murmur, shoving against the big, hard body that has managed to drape over mine. “Get off. My phone’s ringing.” He doesn’t move, which is a problem that reaches beyond this moment, and more directly to us working in the same field office and hopping into bed together. “Rich, damn it.”

	He gives a groan and rolls in one direction while I go the other and grab my cell, glancing at the caller ID. It’s the local PD. “Special Agent Love,” I answer.

	“We’ve got a body off the Santa Monica Pier and need your assistance,” the man on the line says. “Early morning jogger made the discovery and called it in.”

	I glance at the clock, five AM, and wonder what idiot jogs at four in the morning, in the dark, on the beach, but this isn’t my job anyway. “That’s the local authority’s territory. You’ve got the wrong girl.”

	“You are Special Agent Lilah Love, correct?”

	“You knew that already,” I say irritably, and since this clearly isn’t going away easily, I sit up, preparing to fight for my need to sleep.

	“Then you’re requested by name. Director Murphy sent the directive.”

	My boss is meeting me there? This is more than me lending my profiling skills to the locals if he’s joining me, and my exhaustion fades into concern. “I’ll be right there.” I end the call and throw off the blankets, grimacing when I realize I’m wearing Rich’s shirt, which is not sending him the non-committal message I need to send after dodging last night’s “talk.” But it smells good, the way he always does, I think as I push myself onto my feet and stumble toward the bathroom.

	Stepping into the tiny bathroom, a cracked tile scrapes my foot, and I grimace, taking up residence at the equally tiny, ancient sink and grab my toothbrush.

	“When are we going to finish that talk we started last night?”

	At the sound of Rich’s voice, I start brushing my teeth, making sure I’m as incapable of talking about moving in with him now as I was when we were having sex last night. “Lilah,” he says impatiently, my reprieve lasting all of ten seconds.

	I glance over at him through the long drape of my messy dark brown hair to find him leaning on the doorway. Naked. The man is all kinds of blond, hard-bodied goodness, but still. Good grief. “Why don’t you have clothes on?” I ask, though I’m not sure he can understand me with my mouth full of foam.

	“I’m serious, Lilah. We’ve been hot and heavy for six months. We need to have this talk.”

	“You’re naked,” I say, yanking the toothbrush from my mouth, since clearly he didn’t hear me the last time. “I’m not talking to you naked.” I go back to brushing my teeth.

	“You aren’t naked. I am.”

	“Aren’t you funny,” I say, turning on the water and rinsing my mouth, and since he’s still standing there when I’m done, I face him. “I’m serious, Rich. You’re naked. I have a dead body waiting on me. The two do not compute. Now is not the time.”

	“You’re one of the top FBI profilers in the country,” he states. “You always have a dead body waiting on you. Which is why we never talk.”

	I turn and press my hands to the sink, showing the white ceramic more interest than it deserves, while his naked body might deserve more than I can afford to give it right now. “Everyone has their fetishes, I guess.”

	“You don’t like dead bodies. Why do you say shit like that?”

	Because I want to scare you off, I think, and I might actually really freak him out if I insist I do have a fetish for dead bodies. Of course, as logical as Rich is, he'd know it's because they help me catch killers. Instead, I just say, “I’m getting dressed,” and hope he takes a hint and does the same, I turn to walk into the closet. Thankfully, his sound of frustration is followed by a shift in the air that tells me he’s finally gone to dress. Wishing for the shower I don’t have time to take, I yank a pair of faded jeans and a black V-neck t-shirt from their hangers, get dressed, and then lean on the wall to pull on black combat boots.

	All of three minutes later, I re-enter the bathroom to find Rich back in the door frame, and while he’s not naked, his low slung black jeans aren’t doing much to cover his assets, which I really want covered right now. I toss him his shirt, which he catches and pulls over his head. Seizing the momentary distraction I’ve created, I head back to the sink to wash my face, brush my hair, and contemplate how washed out my pale skin is without the make-up I’d prefer to be wearing right now. I’m a girl. I like being a girl despite this job and I pretty much fucking love how that, mixed with my “potty mouth,” as my mother would call it if she were alive, confuses the hell out of people.

	Ready to get out of here for more reasons than one, I step to Rich and he doesn’t budge, his big body blocking my petite one. “So about that apartment,” Rich says. “You’ve been in Cali for two years. This place is the size of a Cracker Jack box and it’s a dump, Lilah. It’s time to make a change.”

	“You’re right. This place is tiny, a point driven home by the fact that you’re presently suffocating me. I need something bigger and if it came with a toilet that doesn’t require me jiggling the handle every time I use it, that would be a plus.”

	“I’m glad you agree.”

	He’s glad I agree? Okay. That didn’t go as planned. He’s not registering what I’m telling him. I see it in his face and I need to shut up before I dig myself in deeper. “Move, Rich. I need to go.”

	Still, he blocks my path. “I have a long-term lease and a toilet that doesn’t need to be jiggled,” he says. “It’s not your fancy Hamptons place of old, I’m sure, but it’s a step up from this shit hole. Move in with me. I want to wake up and look into those gorgeous brown eyes of yours every morning for now on.”

	Yep. Officially screwed this up big time. “Did I mention I have a dead body waiting on me? And Murphy?”

	His brow instantly furrows. “Murphy’s meeting you?” He backs away. “What the hell is going on?”

	“I’m clueless,” I say, walking to the chair in the corner of the bedroom and slipping the satchel I carry to all my crime scenes over my head and chest.

	“If Murphy’s at the crime scene,” he says, “we’re taking over.”

	“Most likely,” I say, and not about to invite more conversation, I leave it at that and make my way to the door for my escape, but frustratingly, Rich steps in front of me. 

	“Move in with me,” he repeats, his hands coming down on my shoulders. “I’m crazy about you.”

	“I’m not a relationship kind of girl.”

	“What do you call what we’re doing?”

	“Sex. Friendship.” I’m confusing him and I think me, too. I should have left out the friendship part, except I do like him. Quite a lot actually. Frustrated at myself, I add, “I don’t know.”

	“You just described a perfect relationship, Lilah. That’s what we all want. Sex and friendship in one place.”

	Note to self: Friendship is a really bad word with men. “Look. Rich. I mean, you’re like the perfect Cali surfer dude: gorgeous and sweet, but-”

	“Surfer dude and sweet? Holy fuck.” He drops his hands from my shoulders and scrubs one of them through his longish, curly blond hair. “That’s how you see me?”

	I hold up my hands. “No. God no. I’m sorry. See? I suck at this stuff.” I toughen my voice to make sure he knows how serious I am. “You’re an all-American G.I. Joe bad ass. You would die for just about anyone. You are amazing, Rich. Absolutely fucking amazing. Too good for me. I’m the one that’s the problem. I have issues. Big issues. That’s why I don’t do commitment.” I shove a strand of hair from my face. “And I can’t do this now. You know I can’t do this now.”

	His jaw sets hard and he gives me a disgruntled, reluctant nod. “Go. Deal with Murphy.”

	I don’t argue. I step around him, and dart for the living room, pausing in the doorway long enough to say, “Lock up when you leave. Sick fucks love me.” I take off for the front door.

	“What the hell does that make me, Lilah?”

	“The exception,” I call out, and he has no idea how true that statement rings.

	***

	Thanks to that early Wednesday morning jogger getting us all out of bed at the crack of dawn, I travel from my Los Feliz neighborhood to Santa Monica in thirty minutes, which would be unheard of any other time of the day. Parking my gray Ford Taurus in a lot near the beach is just as easy. I step out of the car, slip my FBI badge over my neck and fight a gust of September seventy-something wind and head down the sidewalk toward the pier. Weaving my way through the now sleeping perpetual carnival of the boardwalk, I make a beeline for the Ferris wheel certain to lead me to the end of the pier. Turns out, the growing crowd around the yellow tape on the nearby beachfront does the job just fine.

	I approach several uniforms and show them my badge. “Who’s the detective in charge?” I ask.

	“Oliver,” one of them tells me.

	Great, I think, moving on along the sidewalk. That man hates me. I’ve made it all of ten feet across the sidewalk, about to hit the sand, when I hear, “Special Agent Love.”

	At the sound of Detective Oliver’s voice, I grimace and turn to find the forty-ish “Gray Fox,” as the ladies on the force call him, joining me. And yeah, I guess he’s good looking. If you like the stereotypical, cigarette smoking, perpetually-wrinkled-suit-wearing good cop with a bad attitude.

	“Detective.”

	“Are you going to do a better job for me this morning than you did two days ago?”

	And here we go. “It was a professional hit, Detective Oliver,” I say tightly. “You don’t just get a read on him, or her, with a snap of your fingers.”

	“You didn’t get me a read at all.”

	“This isn’t a thirty-ish perp with two kids and a dog you can track down in the suburbs. There are papers written on this shit. They don’t fit profiles.”

	“I don’t give a fuck about papers, college girl. And if you and your people are coming onto my scene, you had better find a way to get me a profile.” He starts walking, exiting the sidewalk to hit the sand.

	Irritated, I whirl around and pursue him, catching up quickly. “My services are volunteered as a professional courtesy, not to invade your personal space.”

	“Funny,” he says dryly. “I don’t remember being given an option this morning when I declined your services.” We reach the dock area where various officials have gathered several feet from another taped-off area. One of the badges motions to him, and he in turn motions toward the cluster of people gathered by the dock.

	“Go. Get me answers this time,” he says before showing me his back.

	Grinding my teeth, I face forward and walk, pushing through the layer of personnel to find Joe, the red-headed forensic guy–which is actually what everyone calls him–leaning over the victim, his thick-rimmed glasses inching down his nose. “Hiya, Agent Love.”

	“Hi Joe,” I say, but it’s not him that has my attention at present. It’s the dead, naked male body in the sand, water washing over his bare feet, a chill racing down my spine, and not because I’m squeamish. Because this is exactly how we found another victim only two nights ago, and we never found the victim’s clothes. I don’t expect to now either. The absence of clothes on the body, or anywhere to be found, is assumed by most on the scene to be an effort to hide evidence. But not by me. My gut said there was more to it two days ago, and it most definitely does now as well.

	I step closer and Joe moves to the dead man’s head. “Bullet between the eyes,” he says, glancing up at me, and indicating the clean hole center of the brows. “Look familiar?”

	“All too familiar,” I say, removing plastic gloves from my bag as I squat in the sand and inspect the remains.

	“Clean entry,” Joe adds, “perfect precision, no mess, no fuss.”

	“Were the clothes taken off before or after the murder?”

	“Before.”

	I don’t ask his reasoning. He’ll detail it in his report.

	“And the case two days ago?”

	“Also before, and pending blood splatter analysis and confirmation, of course, this case is a virtual clone to that one.”

	“Only that was a woman,” I say, looking for any signs of struggle he might have missed, while I struggle myself with my hair I should have tied back in this damn wind. 

	“But that doesn’t rule out a serial killer, right?” he asks, sounding a bit too excited about the prospect.

	“Serial killers and assassins are different breeds,” I say, “and we’re at two victims, which does not equate to a serial killer, at least by definition.”

	“Assassin? You think this is an assassin?”

	“Yes,” I reply simply.

	“What kind of assassin takes off the victim’s clothes?”

	“This one,” I say absently, my gaze catching on the tattoo on the man’s arm, the arm not shoved half under his body and into the sand, a foreboding knot forming in my stomach. “Can I see that ink?”

	“Oh yeah,” he says. “I wanted to look at that, too. It looks interesting.” He moves to the side of the man, shifting the arm, and the ease of movement says I’m right. The guy is practically still warm. “I’m thinking of getting a tattoo myself,” he says.

	“Time of death?” I ask, focused on the case.

	“He’s fresh,” he says. “I’m estimating three AM, maybe three-thirty.” He changes the subject. “I’m thinking Superman. Do chicks dig Superman?”

	“What?” I say, looking at him.

	“I was thinking I’d get a Superman tattoo.”

	“If you’re trying to embrace your resident geek status, it works.”

	“Who says I’m the resident geek?”

	“Everyone except you, apparently. Embrace it. It works for you.”

	He glowers. “Seriously, Agent Love. Could you just-”

	“The tattoo, Joe,” I say, feeling that knot in my stomach growing.

	“Right. Tattoo. His. Not mine.”

	He flips the arm just enough that I get the full view of the tattoo and I hear nothing else he says. I see the Virgin Mary with blood dripping out of her mouth, and suddenly I am back on another beach. My lashes lower and I’m living the exact moment I was grabbed from behind. I had twisted around, and thrown an ineffective defensive move. The ineffective part, and the punishment I’d received for being that weak, is the reason that I now train just as hard in my physical combat skills as I do on constantly honing my profiling abilities. I’d gone down hard on the sandy ground with a heavy male body on top of me, big, muscular arms caging me. One of his beefy forearms had been etched with a tattoo moving and flexing with his flesh while he assaulted me. A tattoo of the Virgin Mary, bleeding from her mouth. Praying to her or anyone else did nothing to save me. 

	“Special Agent Love.”

	At the sound of my name, I snap back to the present to find Detective Oliver standing behind Joe, glowering at me, not the dead body. “Are you sleeping or getting me my answers?”

	I inhale and stand up, turning to find Special Agent-in-Charge Murphy a good twenty yards away. Yanking my gloves off, I start walking in that direction, only to have Detective Oliver catch up with me. “Hold on there, sweetie.”

	Anger officially ignited, I whirl on him. “Sweetie? Well, look here, honey. Unless you want me to shove that sock you have in your pants in your mouth, back off, Detective Oliver. I get it. This is your turf and I’m just some twenty-eight-year-old kid, while you’re the seasoned vet. But I’ve been in and around law enforcement since I was in diapers, and I’m damn good at my job.”

	He arches a brow. “Are you done?”

	“No,” I say, “but you are. We’re trying to catch the same damn monster, so back the fuck off.”

	He stares at me long and hard, to the point that I move to leave. He gently shackles my arm and turns me around. “Don’t touch me,” I snap.

	He holds up his hands. “Understood.” His eyes narrow. “You want to talk about what set you off back there?”

	“Aside from you,” I lie, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

	He slides his hands to his hips under his jacket. “I challenge you every damn time you come onto my crime scene-”

	“Challenge? Is that what you call it?”

	“Every time you come onto my crime scene,” he repeats, “and you never let me rattle you. What got you back there? Because it wasn’t me.”

	“That’s an assassination,” I say, moving away from the topic of me. “And this is an opinion and working theory, not a fact, but I say he takes their clothes off at the directive of a client.”

	“None of that answers my question. What set you off?”

	The sound of footsteps has us both looking up to find my boss approaching, and there is something about his full-on gray hair, which is as perfectly groomed as his tan suit is fitted, along with his carriage, that radiates authority and control. His control, not that of Detective Oliver.

	“Special Agent Love, Detective Oliver,” he greets, stopping in profile to us, and glancing between our warring expressions. “Do we have a problem?”

	“You and I should talk, Director Murphy,” Detective Oliver states.

	“After I talk to my agent, who graciously got out of bed yet again to aid one of your cases.”

	“The case you took over,” Detective Oliver reminds him.

	“Oh I did, didn’t I?” my boss replies, and then more firmly, says, “I did. I need to talk to my agent. Alone.”

	Detective Oliver scowls and leaves while Director Murphy looks at me. “What was all that about?”

	“Typical turf war when we take over. Nothing I can’t handle.”

	“I’ll handle it,” he promises, and then thankfully moves on. “New York has a case that has enough similarities to these two here that we may be looking at a serial killer who’s crossed state lines. That makes this our baby.”

	“This isn’t a serial killer,” I say, repeating what I told Detective Oliver. “It’s an assassination.”

	“Or a serial killer obsessed with assassination-style murders. Profile the victims, then talk to me.”

	I hesitate but can’t let this go. “You said New York?”

	“That’s right. Your home state, which aside from your profiling skills, makes you the right match for this case.”

	That’s debatable, but I don’t tell him that. “I’ve seen the tattoo that’s on the arm of the victim before,” I say instead.

	“Where? And in what context?”

	“It wasn’t in a professional capacity and it was many years ago. Back home in the Hamptons, actually.”

	“That’s Mendez Enterprises territory,” he says. “A family and empire based in the Hamptons. Notoriously legit and yet not legit at all. Very soap opera-ish. I read up on them when you joined our team.”

	A frisson of unease slides through me. “Why would you read up on them when I joined the team?”

	“I like to know where my people came from and what influences them, directly or indirectly.”

	I’m not sure what to make of that comment, but he doesn’t give me time to try to figure it out, already moving on. “I understand the son, Kane, took over after his father was murdered a few years back. Do you know him?”

	“If you researched as you say, then you know, that you simply can’t grow up in the Hamptons and not know the Mendez family,” I say remaining as non-committal as possible. “We all knew them. And yes, I knew him.”

	“Word is he’s a smooth operator, but then, so was his father.”

	“I would say that description fits,” I agree, thinking that Kane is that and much more, which I won’t elaborate on at this point.

	“Always squeaky clean when investigated, too, from what I understand. The kind of people who get others to do the dirty work. Like perhaps the assassin you feel we’re dealing with. That along with a tattoo that connects the body to the Hamptons. Sounds like a connection to investigate.”

	“I certainly think there’s a connection to the Hamptons and we should have it checked out.”

	“So go,” he says. “Check this out.”

	I blanch. “What? No. With all due respect, Director Murphy. I left that place for a reason.”

	“And you’re going back with a bigger one. Your job. Go pack.” He looks at his watch and then me. “It’s not even seven yet. Call the office on your way home. With luck, our team can have you in a bird by noon.” He starts walking and I stare after him, seeing nothing but an ocean of blood. I’m going back to where those nightmares started. And back to him.

	LEARN MORE AND BUY HERE:

	https://lilahseries.weebly.com/
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CHAPTER ONE OF THE TRUTH ABOUT COWBOYS

	Jessica...

	Rain pounds on my window, the wipers on my windshield working fervently to clear the glass and my view. The huge droplets of water from the fierce Texas-style summer thunderstorm seem to mock me with every smack against my windshield, and I’m pretty sure it’s because I just ate an entire jumbo-sized bag of Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups after saying I was on a diet. Of course, there is much to mock right now, such as the debacle that is my life a few hundred miles back in Dallas.

	Most people would think it’s crazy to leave everything (newly defined as “nothing”) behind to live in a cottage that I’ve never seen outside of a few Zillow photos. And yes, it’s a decision I admittedly made rather spontaneously, and from a hotel room, but desperate times demand desperate decisions. I need to breathe air that my ex isn’t breathing and, even more so, sleep in a bed that his secretary hasn’t been rolling around in with him.

	My fingers clutch the steering wheel, and I force myself to remember the events that got me here on this dark, rainy highway, and then I focus on the bright side. It’s true that my ex hijacked my bank account. It’s true that I told the largest corporate client of my firm, my client, that he’s a loser and a cheater and did so while in divorce court. Of course, in my defense, that was a mere hour after finding out I was almost engaged to a man who is nicknamed “Oh God” by his secretary. Despite said good reason, that outburst ensured I’m no longer about to be the twenty-eight-year-old youngest partner in my firm but rather on a forced leave of absence. I do however have an offer to write A Girl’s Guide to Divorce, and it comes with a healthy advance. Thank God I got the publisher making the offer a heck of a divorce settlement last year. 

	And so here I am, on my way to a cottage retreat to write my book, so darn eager to get started that I’m driving in a storm in the middle of the night. The rain keeps falling, but at least my wipers keep wiping. The rain is never ending, though, as I reach for my bag of peanut butter cups to find it empty. Terrific. I need more candy. Thankfully, my GPS chooses that cheerful moment to alert me to my upcoming exit, and I slow to a crawl while my gaze cuts through the haze of the downpour, seeking my destination in earnest. I’m nervous in this weather, and I manage to hydroplane by the time I spy the turn, which, with a slow maneuver, I discover is—oh God—a really dark, spooky country road. Apparently, I’m auditioning for the role of the stupid girl in a horror flick who gets killed before everyone else, the one no one remembers. Lord, help me. Just let me get to my little cottage safe and well. 

	As if assuring me that’s not going to happen, the rain continues splattering and pounding my windows. It’s like someone is throwing buckets on top of my car. I’m already out of my element, I decide as I hit a pothole and then bump my way down a muddy path while the sexy voice of my GPS says, “Travel approximately one mile, then turn right.” I don’t know why the GPS voice has to be so very blonde and beautiful-sounding, but she reminds me of the “other” blonde. I don’t approve. She also has me driving a very long, winding road. 

	I check my locks, thinking of a horror movie again, certain that this is where the girl’s car breaks down and a crazy monster stabs her to death. It’s right in that moment, with that thought, that I hit another pothole and yelp. My hands momentarily lift from the steering wheel and I quickly grab it, slam on the brakes, and halt, which probably isn’t smart on this dark road. I panic. I hit the accelerator and my tires spin. I accelerate again, which goes as well as the first attempt. It doesn’t go at all. 

	I hold down the brake, grab my phone to call for help, but I have no idea who to call. I shift the car into park and try to look up AAA, only my phone says I have no service. Okay, think. Think. 911. This is an emergency of sorts. I might be close to being stabbed to death. I dial 911 and eye my phone, which still has no bars. It’s right then that truck lights flicker in my direction and travel toward me at a rapid pace. The truck cuts to the side of the road right in front of me. It’s official. I’m about to die and I can do nothing but sit here and wait for the end. And watch it coming, watch him coming.

	A big man exits the truck and starts walking in my direction, a raincoat lifting behind him with a gust of wind, boots splattering in puddles of water and mud. In the romance novel I just read, this man would be a hot hero who would never in a million years stab me to death. He’d kiss me crazy. He’d make me crazy, in all the right ways. I’d like to linger on that fantasy, but unfortunately, I did just watch the Ted Bundy documentary on Netflix, which makes me consider another option. Instead of kissing me crazy, this man could be crazy. He could charm me, kiss me, and then kill me. I jolt as the would-be killer, who could be a hero, knocks on my window. 

	He’s right here, right by my side. I have to make a decision. My options are either ignore him or beg for help, but my heart beats to a song that has only two lyrics—run. Run fast. Only there’s nowhere to run. He knocks again, escalating my need for a decision, which comes quickly, considering the weather. I can’t leave him in the rain. I roll down the window, but not far enough for him to yank me through it.

	“Hi,” I say, taking in his black cowboy hat pushed back from his thirty-something handsome face. Check. He has the looks to be a killer or a hero. He’s actually vaguely familiar, which is silly. We’re on a country road, hours from Dallas. I don’t know him unless—did I handle his divorce? 

	“You need help?” he asks, his voice this raspy, low, masculine tone that could seduce me right to death. 

	“Hi,” I say in a brilliantly formed sentence, because you know, despite years of law school, apparently the storm killed my brain cells. “I—ah. I don’t know you.” 

	He arches a dark brow, his lips—quite full, firm lips with droplets of rain clinging to them—flatten. “Your point?” 

	“We’re on a dark road and—”

	“All right, then,” he says, and just walks away. Cranky. So very cranky, and this doesn’t seem to fit my romance hero or Bundy killer theories. 

	I roll down the window, and thankfully, the rain has eased. “No!” I call out. “Wait. I need help.” 

	He doesn’t stop walking. Crap. I get out of the car. “Wait.”

	Thankfully, he does. Or really, he just chooses to halt in front of my car where he inspects my tire. I rush to meet him, but only a few steps from reaching his side, one of my high-heeled boots lands wrong. I wobble, my ankle turning left, and panic rises inside me as I desperately try to stop what happens next. I fail. My heel has sunk deep in the mud and I start to fall. I try to balance, but it’s just not happening. I don’t even know how it happens, but I go down. My attempt to catch myself with my hands making things worse. The next few seconds are a blur that land me in a puddle of mud, the lights of the cowboy’s truck smacking me in the eyes as thick, wet goop slips and slides all around me, all over me. 

	And good lord, I’ve known Texas mud, of course I have; in a parking lot, when my family dog got out in the rain, or at a ballgame, but those things are expected. This—this is not. Not here. Not on the side of a road I shouldn’t be on. Stupid heels I wore for a meeting with my stupid ex right before leaving town. 

	The cowboy steps to the edge of the puddle, his big body blocking the sharp ray of headlights, shadows masking his entire face, and he stares down at me. He could be laughing. God. I bet he’s laughing. How can he not be laughing? 

	I lift a dripping, muddy hand. “I guess you now know that I’m having a really bad night?” 

	He doesn’t reply. Clearly he’s not a man of many words. Instead, he simply rounds the puddle and squats to offer me his hand. I consider how dangerous touching him might be. Maybe this is when he grabs me and stabs me. Maybe this is where I dream of a romance hero and he dreams of a blonde that says “oh God” as low and raspy as my GPS says “turn right,” but I forget that thought as I start to sink. Do we have quicksand in Texas? Oh crap. I’m sinking and I have only one option. I grab the cowboy and hold on for dear life.

	 “I’m sinking!” I cry out, a plea to be saved. “Help. I’m sinking! Oh God. I’m—” 

	He stands and takes me with him, and yep, of course, I manage to trip again and land smack against him, which might seem romantic except I now have mud all over me, meaning he and all of his many muscles  now do as well. 

	“Sorry,” I say, gripping his raincoat. “Sorry. I’m unsteady and—”

	His big, strong hands come down on my waist, and he lifts me out of the puddle and sets me firmly on the ground. He doesn’t immediately release me; he just stands there, towering over me, a good six feet four inches to my five feet four, a dark ringlet of hair on his brow. His eyes are hooded in that cowboy way—I don’t know how else to describe it—for a moment that seems to stretch forever before he abruptly drops his hands. “Don’t move.”

	It’s an order, which I’d take exception to if I wasn’t A) trying to recover from his hands being on and now off my body, and B) afraid to move and end up in that puddle again. In other words, I do as I’m told. I don’t move. Now, I’m the one just standing here, attempting to master that skill as he has, and watch as he walks to my car to do something inside. Considering he grabs the roof and door then rocks the car forward and out of the hole, I assume he placed the gear in neutral. 

	Relief washes over me. My car is free. I’m free. The cowboy, my cowboy now, I decide, parks my car again, and then saunters back toward me, somehow missing every puddle and hole in his path, of which there are many, without ever looking down. He stops in front of me. Close. Really close. This is where my mind goes crazy. I need romance. I need a kiss. I need an escape that makes me forget what I left in Dallas. Maybe a man isn’t the right escape, but this man, this cowboy, is rugged country hotness, while my ex was such an arrogant pretty boy. 

	“What’s a city girl doing on a country road in the middle of the night?” he asks, but his tone isn’t seduction like it would be if it matched the fantasy in my mind right now. No. Not all. It’s more of an accusation.

	Brows furrowing, my defenses prickle. “It’s nine o’clock, which is hardly a time that qualifies as ‘the middle of the night’ and how do you know I’m a city girl?”

	“The BMW.” He eyes my boots. “The heels. No one from around these parts wears high-heeled boots. They know they’ll land them in a puddle of mud or worse.”

	“Worse?”

	“Worse,” he confirms, but he offers no further details. If only my clients would do the same in a courtroom or mediation room, but they never do. 

	I don’t want to know what he means anyway, and I’m certainly not going to defend my heels that my ex didn’t deserve in the first place. Proven by the fact that he didn’t show up to actually notice the boots. He stood me up, because why wouldn’t he cut me one last time? “Are you always judgmental of people who are wet and clearly alone and—” I can feel the blood run from my face. “Can we forget I just said those words?”

	He gives me a three-second deadpan stare before he says, “I think that’s a good idea.” And while his tone might be dry, even removed, I know that tone means he’s laughing inside. I know. I feel it.

	“You’re laughing at me now?” I accuse.

	“I didn’t laugh.”

	“You laughed.” 

	“I don’t laugh.”

	“You don’t laugh? As in ever?”

	“It’s not my thing.”

	“Everyone laughs,” I argue. “I know some real assholes and even they—”

	“And to answer your question,” he says, cutting me off, “yes. I do judge everyone wet and alone in high-heeled boots on this particular road, at this time of night, which has happened all of one time. Now. So that means you. Where are you going anyways?”

	I bristle all over again. “Why should I tell you where I’m going? What if you’re a serial killer?”

	“Because even if I were a serial killer, I’m the only person you have right now. And if I know where you’re going, I can make sure you get there safely. And despite the boots and the mud puddle, I think you’re smart enough to know why you need me.”

	I don’t know how he thinks he knows anything about me, but I’m done arguing. Safe sounds good. “Sweetwater,” I say. “I’m staying there for a few months.”

	“Are you now?”

	I frown at the odd reply that says a million words and yet says nothing. “Yes,” I confirm, giving him as little as he’s giving me. 

	“Who are you staying with?”

	“Why do you assume I’m staying with anyone?”

	“It’s a small town.”

	“I rented a place.”

	“For what?”

	“To live,” I say. “Why else?”

	“Huh. Okay. It’s a mile up the road. I’ll follow you to the edge of town.” 

	 I frown. “What does ‘huh’ mean?” 

	“It means I’ll follow you.” He eyes my boots. “Need help to your car?”

	“You’re an asshole, cowboy.”

	“Yes, ma’am,” he says, and I swear the corners of his lips just barely hint at a smile. His voice, however, is as dry and irritated as ever. “Need help or not?”

	“No, I do not need help walking to my car”—I point—“that’s right there.”

	“Suit yourself.”

	I’m no longer fantasizing about a kiss but rather a stomp on his toe or a kick to his shin, which would most likely be more about my ex than him, and a bad idea. I charge toward my car and do so without falling, thank God. I open the door and turn to him. “Thank you very much for your help, because despite you being a judgmental asshole, cowboy, you saved me and didn’t kill me, and that makes you all right in my book.” I don’t wait for a reply. I climb into my car, and good grief, I splatter mud everywhere. The cream-colored leather seat is now a mess, as is my floorboard. 

	The cowboy, whose name I never got, is already in his truck. I pull out onto the road, and he follows behind me. With the rain in check, the drive is fast and easy. I reach the town’s welcome sign almost immediately, and just as immediately, the truck lights behind me cut around me and fade away. Gone. I sigh, a little disappointed for no good reason. I turn onto the country road that my GPS orders me to and drive down another winding road that is rough and bumpy, but thankfully without holes. 

	Finally, I’m parked in front of a cottage in the middle of nowhere with no cowboy to save me this time, but that’s okay. I’m saving myself. I’m climbing out of my own mud puddles, and I can do it without a cowboy with an attitude. 

	In fact, if I never see him again, it will be just fine with me. 

	Why did I even want that man to kiss me? I don’t know him. Then again, I didn’t even know the man who was in my bed for three years. 

	I may not kiss another man ever again. Nope. Never kissing a man again. 

	Decision made, I open my door and step into the darkness, rain beginning to fall once more, and I pretend that it’s the only reason my cheeks are wet. I’m not crying. I don’t cry, but if I did, at least no one would know. Not here, not alone in the middle of Nowhere, Texas. 
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	https://truthaboutcowboys.weebly.com/
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