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               Dear Reader,

               Some people might wonder why I’ve included this book in my BookShots Flames romance collection. It’s different from the stories I usually publish because it presents a new kind of relationship. But I see that as a good thing, because my hope is that this story will push your boundaries.

               Underneath the heated scenes in this story, some of its trademarks are the same as those in any of the books I’ve written. The first is that the plot keeps catapulting you forward. What is Annie Sullivan going to do when she finds herself attracted to a man who is not her serious long-term boyfriend? How should she react when their three lives crash together?

               The second element that drew me to this story is Annie. HelenKay Dimon created a three-dimensional, honest character who felt familiar to me. Though Annie’s in a shocking situation—an impossible situation—I felt like I understood her emotional reactions.

               In The Experiment, Annie is at a huge crossroads in her life. It’s big, trust me—or turn the page to find out for yourself.
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            Chapter 1

         

         The doorbell chimed at exactly three o’clock. At the sound, a memory flashed through her: the husky voice on the other end of the line, requesting a private showing of an exclusive condo before it hit the market.

         Now he was here. Right on time. The man she’d been weaving wild dreams about as she created an elaborate life story to fit that deep, penetrating voice that still vibrated through her.

         She smoothed a hand over her thin pencil skirt, thought about the lacy pink bra under her silk blouse. Her lucky underwear. The ridiculously expensive matching set she bought after her first big commission. After a lifetime of being practical, she’d splurged. It was a silky reminder of how far she’d come.

         A long exhalation settled her nerves as she headed for the small entryway. Her heels clicked against the marble floor with each sure step, making her smile. So did the fact that the extra three inches made her clock in at nearly six feet.

         She opened the door to find him standing there. White T-shirt with tattoos running up each arm. A pattern of lines and arrows that followed the outlines and curves of his sleek muscles before disappearing under the thin bands cutting across his biceps.

         She took it all in. Let her gaze wander over his broad chest and the sexy way the bottom of his tee skimmed the top of his faded jeans. The visual tour ended with his face, which proved to be as impressive as the rest of him. A roughness lingered there, but the bright-green eyes softened him. Not much, but a little. Enough for her to pick up on the intensity of his stare.

         As his gaze roamed over her, brushing over every inch, a sly smile crossed his lips and heat seared through her. She fought the urge to skim her fingers over the buttons running down her shirt to make sure they hadn’t spontaneously burned off.

         Before she could fidget under the scrutiny, she heard a throat clearing. Not his. No, this came from behind him. Frederick, the security guard who usually stood watch at the front door. He was an institution in the high-end building sitting just blocks from the National Zoo. In Washington, DC, a city filled with powerful people, Frederick had the ultimate power of deciding who got in and who didn’t.

         Frederick hovered and frowned. “Miss Sullivan? Do you want me to—”

         “She’s expecting me.” That sexy voice broke through the tension swirling around them.

         The smoky timbre of his voice licked against her as she struggled to swallow. Say something. When the visitor’s eyebrow rose, she punched out a few words. “It’s okay, Frederick. This man is here for me.”

         “Yes, I am.” His voice dipped even lower.

         She managed to shift to the side and let him come inside. All six foot three of him. Pure, walking sex. She spied the simple black watch on his wrist…and those hands with their long fingers. And when he walked toward the floor-to-ceiling windows she got a full-on shot of that ass.

         Her common sense melted and a new need thumped in its place.

         “Miss Sullivan?”

         “We’re fine.” She almost slammed the door in poor Frederick’s face but managed to throw him a quick smile first.

         When the lock clicked into place she glanced at her appointment to find him staring at her. He looked somewhat out of place in the crisp, refurbished space. He’d fit in a cool converted garage apartment or maybe an artist’s loft. Somewhere that matched his accept-me-as-I-am attitude. Here, he’d have to follow the strict rules of a fussy condo board.

         “Are you ready for me?” His question echoed and bounced off the hardwood floor and soaring ceiling.

         Her heartbeat kicked up until it thundered in her ears. “For what?”

         “Anything.” He continued to study her. “Everything.”

         This. Is. Work. She let that reminder run through her brain as she picked up the real estate flier and handed it to him. “You said you were looking for a one bedroom.”

         He glanced down at the paper but didn’t take it. “I like tight spaces.”

         She wasn’t sure how to respond to that. She headed around him to the other side of the room. “The kitchen has been upgraded with—”

         “Show me the bedroom.”

         She loved that he used so few words. Each one zipped through her and knocked her off balance. He never blinked. Never looked away. His heated stare suggested he wanted to strip off her clothes, and every part of her wanted to let him.

         But they had business to discuss. “You don’t care about the kitchen?”

         “I don’t cook.” His gaze skimmed over her, taking a lazy turn over her breasts, then down her legs and back up again. “But I’ll get a lot of use out of the bedroom.”

         “Of course.” Her voice sounded scratchy and she fought to bring it back under control.

         There was something about him. From the pull of his shirt across his chest to the thud of his boots against the hardwood, he telegraphed confidence. The scruff around his chin complimented his short brown hair, and it all worked together to highlight his brooding hotness.

         He looked like a man who knew his way around a woman, who would have her squirming with dirty talk until he trailed his tongue all over her. Her steps almost faltered at the thought, but she caught herself in time. A tiny tremor ran through her as she walked across the open space and stood in the bedroom doorway.

         Her gaze shot to the windows, then to the huge bed and pile of pillows stacked against the headboard. “Here it is.”

         “Are you going to let me in, Miss Sullivan? Show me what I want to see?” He stood right behind her.

         A small puff of air brushed against her ear as his words spun through her. Heat radiated off him and smacked into her. He hadn’t touched her but stood close enough for her to feel his height, his strength. He practically surrounded her. A desperate need to see how their bodies fit together slammed into her.

         She braced her hand against the doorjamb but didn’t move farther into the room. “Will your wife want to schedule an appointment?”

         “No wife.” His fingertips skimmed the back of her neck, tickled her skin.

         “Okay,” she said on a rough exhale.

         “I prefer to be free to go after what I want.” The collar of her shirt slipped back. His lips followed his hand. His mouth trailed down and over her bare shoulder. That scruff scratched against her, stealing her breath. “Who I want.”

         “I think…”

         “Don’t.” His fingers slipped into her hair and the casual knot holding it up gave way. Strands fell on her shoulders, brushing against his hand.

         She should have stopped. This was a terrible idea. It was so unprofessional…but she was twenty-eight years old and experienced. She could take what she wanted, when she wanted it. And she wanted him. Like, couldn’t-remember-how-to-breathe wanted him.

         His hands trailed down her back and kept going, sweeping over her, learning every inch of her. There was no hesitation as his palms cupped her ass in a possessive grab.

         “From the first time I heard your sexy voice I’ve wanted inside you.” His voice vibrated against the side of her neck.

         “We can’t.” But God, she didn’t mean that at all. “We don’t know each other.”

         A finger slipped over her, edged along the cleft between her cheeks. The shiver shooting through her had her defenses dropping.

         “That will make the sex even better.” One of his hands moved. It slid up the outside of her thigh and under the edge of her slim skirt. Higher and higher, until his fingers snuck under the elastic band of her tiny scrap of underwear. “I’m going to have you, Miss Sullivan.”

         Her head fell forward as his finger moved back and forth, sliding and enticing until it slipped inside her. Pumped in and out. She tried to think but her brain misfired. Every cell screamed for her to give in.

         “Yes.” She barely whispered it, but he must have heard. He moved her through the doorway, just inside the bedroom. Turned her, until her palms slapped against the wall and her cheek pressed on the cool plaster. “God, yes.”

         “I want to come in you. On you.” His thumb pressed against that spot.

         He drew tiny circles against her clit while her insides jumped and her shoulders jerked. Unable to hold her body still or lock her knees, she balanced her forehead against the wall. “Do it.”

         His body covered hers. His erection pressed hard against her as his finger opened her. “Damn, Annie bee, you’re soaking wet.”

         The gasp escaped her before she could choke it back. “Jasper! You promised.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         Jasper knew he’d messed up the second Annie froze beneath him. They’d been playing their game, and it had been going so well. Stranger sex, because role-playing  was their thing. The fact that the person renting her old condo had moved out and the place was temporarily empty until she got it rented again provided the perfect playground.

         Until he blew it.

         She turned around and stared at him with those big brown eyes. “Jasper Monroe.”

         Both names. He’d clearly committed a role-playing sin. He rushed to cover up his wrong turn with a bit of truth. “Temporary mindfuck. Sorry.”

         She looked close to smiling. “I’m not sure mindfuck is an actual thing.”

         The woman clearly did not grow up in his house. “You can’t be serious.”

         “Well, you are a very naughty boy.” The rest of her frustration seemed to fade and she treated him to a sexy wink.

         He dipped his voice lower in response. “Yes, I am.”

         “But you set the rules. No names.”

         He did say that, because he would do anything for her. “My control goes to shit the minute I put my fingers in you. That’s no secret.”

         She pressed her palm against his cheek. “You’re lucky you’re so adorable.”

         That made him sound more like a puppy than a man. Not exactly how he wanted his woman to see him. “I’m desperate to get inside you. That part was not a game. Trust me.”

         Her fingers traveled over his chin, then down to his chest before dropping away. A second later she pushed her skirt back down. Shimmied until it fell into place.

         He caught her arm before she could pivot around him. “Hold up.”

         “You had your chance, stud.” She leaned in and pressed a quick kiss on his nose. “I should get back to work.”

         Not after that build-up, after coming so close to…coming. The guys would laugh him right out of the construction trailer if they knew, which they wouldn’t. Being the project architect, he had a reputation to protect. Besides, his body was locked and loaded.

         He watched her, letting his gaze wander over those amazing breasts, stopping to linger on her stiff nipples. “No.”

         “What?”

         “I said no.”

         “Oh, really?” She froze. A haze moved over her eyes as tension thumped through the room. Interest and excitement pressed in on them.

         Damn right.

         He was fully back in control. “You heard me, Miss Sullivan.”

         “I guess I did.” Her tone stayed steady right up until the end when her voice wobbled.

         Yeah, this game would work. He knew she liked when he took charge. When he made demands and dominated her body. It worked for her, and it sure as hell worked for him.

         He stepped back, forced his hand to drop from her waist and his voice to go flat, then nodded toward her skirt. “Take your panties off.”

         The word didn’t do much for him, but she liked it. One mention of “panties” and heat flashed in her eyes. Just like this time.

         Her gaze searched his face. “You think you’re in charge?”

         Oh, he definitely was.

         “Your body belongs to me.” Slowly and deliberately, he dropped to his knees in front of her. “Open your shirt and slip your bra to the side. I want to see what’s mine while you beg for me.”

         She didn’t immediately move, and he needed clear consent. He put his hands on the outside of her knees and stilled. “Do we have a problem?”

         She swallowed but didn’t say anything. The slow shake of her head provided the answer. She knew their safe word and understood she could call a halt to the game at any time. But she didn’t use either out.

         The slight trembling in her muscles told him one thing: she wanted this. The next few minutes promised to be a wild ride.

         “Good. Because I’d hate to have to report your behavior, Miss Sullivan.”

         She raced to get the buttons of her blouse opened, then pulled the edges apart. Slipped the cups to the side until her pale pink nipples peeked out.

         “Touch them while I touch you.” Heat wrapped around them. He could almost feel the need pulsing off her. In a span of less than a minute she’d switched from I should go to make me stay.

         He pushed her back until her shoulders hit the wall again. Balanced there, he could play with her. He could lick her and watch those sexy legs buckle as she chanted his name.

         “I should order you not to wear anything under your skirt next time we meet. And there will be a next time, Miss Sullivan.” His palms skimmed higher. His fingertips brushed against her silky underwear.

         The pink set. He fucking loved the pink set, but he would love the material even more after he peeled it off her and it landed on the floor.

         She moved her legs wider apart. The skirt stretched tight across her thighs. “I can’t do that. It wouldn’t be professional.”

         He had no idea how she played the game while the breaths pounded out of her. He could barely concentrate.

         “You don’t get a say.” He could smell her and it nearly killed him to hold back. “Now tell me what you need. I want to hear you ask for it. Then I’ll decide if I’m going to give it to you.”

         He traced his fingertip over her, along the soft material until her wetness soaked through. He kept up the gentle torture, using his finger to caress her while her hands locked on his shoulders.

         “Use your mouth.” Her knees bent slightly, as if she was trying to bring his body against hers.

         Nice try. “Prove how much you want it.” He shoved her skirt up. She wiggled her hips to make the process easier.

         He nearly shredded her underwear in his need to get them off. Tugging, he stripped them down and let them fall to the floor beside him. All he had to do was lean back and bring her down on his lap. He could end this by plunging deep inside her. But he wanted the anticipation to last, to feel her body convulse around his cock.

         He shifted forward, pressing his mouth against the soft rectangle of hair covering her. For a second he didn’t go deeper, and it took almost all his fight not to. Then he opened her legs wider and slipped his tongue inside her.

         Her body jerked at the intimate contact. A groan filled the air as she settled some of her weight on him. Dug her fingernails into his skin right through his T-shirt.

         “Please,” she groaned.

         His tongue flicked over her. He kept darting and circling until her hips angled forward.

         “Jasper…”

         He lifted his head and slid two fingers into her, thrusting them in and out as he watched her head fall back. “I should make you wait.”

         Her hand tightened on his shoulder. “I can’t…”

         So hot. “Tell me how much you need this.”

         One of her hands moved to his head. She pushed, forcing his mouth even closer to her body. “Please.”

         “Miss Sullivan?”

         “I’m begging.”

         He would have smiled if he weren’t so close to losing control. He skimmed the edge, ready to plunge into her. A churning need pummeled him as he gave in.

         Dropping his hands, he moved back. Not much, just enough to put a little air between them.

         She nearly ripped his shirt at the neck. “Don’t stop.”

         As if that were possible. He sat on his heels. “Kneel on the bed. I want to get the full view of that firm ass.” When she didn’t immediately get in position, he upped the game. “I won’t tell you again, Miss Sullivan.”

         “What if I don’t obey?” Her hands shook as she swept her straight brown hair off her shoulder.

         “Don’t disappoint me, Miss Sullivan.”

         A full minute ticked by in silence. Tension and need mixed, building and expanding until they choked the room. The air thickened and her chest rose and fell on heavy breaths.

         Then she kicked off her shoes. He watched, spellbound, as she walked over to the mattress and sat down with her legs together and back straight.

         Every move, deliberate and so feminine, intrigued him. He couldn’t look away, but he needed more. “If you just sit there I’m going to assume you want me to use your mouth.”

         Those long, lean legs shifted. She stared at him as she turned, not breaking eye contact until her knees balanced on the edge of the bed. She lifted her head and her hair fanned out over her back and down her shoulders. Her skirt had shifted, exposing her ass.

         That did it.

         His hands went to his zipper as he stood. A ripping sound tore through the room as he lowered his jeans. They didn’t usually bother with a condom. Not with her on the pill, and they’d been monogamous and had been tested. But she had to get back to work and the condom fit with the game, so he slipped the packet out of his pocket.

         He pressed his palm in the space between her shoulder blades. Without another word from him, her elbows slid along the comforter and her arms stretched above her head.

         When her chest touched the mattress, she turned her head to the side and stared at him.

         Perfect. He didn’t say anything. Not when he pushed the material up and over that fine ass. Not when his fingers traced the shape of her and explored her bare skin. Not when she trembled under his touch.

         He slipped the condom on as he pressed his other hand to the delicious spot at the base of her spine. If she were naked and they had more time, he’d explore it with his mouth. But right now he just needed to be inside her.

         Finding one last burst of control, he glided his tip over her, before he slipped just inside her wetness. Then he plunged in and felt her inner muscles grab on to him.

         As the rhythm took over, his breathing kicked up. The headboard knocked against the wall, but he didn’t stop. Back and forth he moved as their bodies shifted on the mattress. Her fingers dug into the comforter.

         As he watched her and felt her tighten around him, a pounding started in his gut. Every muscle pulled taut as his hips started to buck. He knew he was almost gone. He slipped his finger over her so he could watch her while need engulfed him. Back and forth, matching the steady beat of the plunge inside her.

         But he wanted one more thing. Before the orgasm hit him, he pulled out and heard her gasp. The sound echoed off the walls as he turned her over.

         “Now.” He flipped her over and pushed back inside her, feeling those tiny muscles close around him again. Pulling him in deeper.

         “You’re changing the rules.” She groaned and her cheeks flushed with a pink glow as he pulled out then slid back in.

         “I want to see you come.” And it wasn’t a lie. He loved to watch her mouth drop open and her breath escape, like a staccato note.

         She put a hand on his chest, but didn’t push him away. No, she gathered his tee in her fist and tugged his upper body down to hers. Need exploded through him as he thrust inside her one last time. He came in a hard rush as he rubbed his finger over her. He kept going until she stiffened and an orgasm ripped through her.

         It took another few minutes for their breathing to settle and their bodies to cool. His muscles had turned to mush, and it was torture to slip off her. He knew he should be careful of her clothes, but she’d wiped him out.

         “Jasper.” Her voice sounded dreamy, almost breathy. “I wanted the sex-from-behind-with-a-stranger game.”

         He hated to kill the mood so quickly. Hell, he was still inside her. But…“Well, I’m still waiting for an answer, so I guess neither of us is getting exactly what we wanted.”

         The fact that she didn’t answer told him that she knew exactly what he was talking about. He lifted his head and stared her down.

         She frowned at him. “You’re bringing this up now?”

         Damn right, he was.

         “Yes or no?”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         Jasper wouldn’t let this go. Annie knew it and tried to ignore the words, the note of demand in his voice…all of it.

         But he would not be deterred. He pushed up to balance on his elbows and hovered over her. Those intelligent eyes focused, without blinking, on her. “I asked you to marry me yesterday.”

         She wanted to get up and pretend this conversation hadn’t started—again. When hit with confrontation her instinct was to bolt. She understood she needed to stay and deal with her issues, but understanding that what she should do to make the revving sensation inside of her stop still didn’t make her want to do it.

         With a deep inhale, she forced her body to relax and tried to ease the tension in her muscles. “Now isn’t the right time for this.”

         “Just tell me why.”

         “I have to get to work and this discussion—”

         He exhaled long and loud. “Why you aren’t saying yes?”

         He was a stubborn man. That practical say-what-he-meant thing usually turned her on. Not right now. “The timing is wrong. My work is—”

         “Damn it, Annie. Don’t blame the office.” He groaned and fell back onto the mattress, one arm stretched above his head. He didn’t touch her. Not anywhere. In one swift move, despite the mere inches between them, he’d created miles of emotional distance.

         Her stomach churned with panic. She couldn’t lose him.

         No matter how much he protested, she’d seen what happened when relationships changed, when they switched from love to hate. She’d lived through the anguish and vicious battles of her parents. The same ones that ended with shattered dishes and shredded memories. With the police being called. All the ugly allegations and the lawyers.

         That was her experience with family. At first, she’d tried to do things differently by picking someone safe and dispassionate, but instead she’d gotten boredom and guilt.

         Things weren’t that way with Jasper. But the idea of watching him walk away once he realized those were the two options—agonizing hatred or the slow death of any fire that had ever existed between them—ripped a hole inside her.

         This should be easier. If only she hadn’t fallen for him. If only she’d stuck to her personal vow and kept sex as something that happened on the side rather than linking it to one guy, she wouldn’t be torn and he wouldn’t be confused.

         She turned on her side and let her gaze travel over him. Over every hard line of his body, all that strength. She put a hand on his stomach. “We have time to decide about marriage later, don’t we?”

         “It’s not about having a sell-by date.” He slipped his fingers through hers. “It’s about loving you.”

         That sounded so good, yet so terrifying.

         “We can love each other without getting married.”

         “I want it all. The rings, our friends there. You looking so beautiful in your dress that I have no choice but to lock you in a bathroom and put my head under the skirt.”

         Some of the tension escaped her body on a long exhale. She loved how he mixed sexy talk with romantic talk. Every now and then they’d be out and she’d see a certain wariness fall over people when they noticed his tattoos. Idiots. Little did they know there was an adorable loving softie lurking underneath all those muscles.

         She leaned down and pressed a kiss on his bare arm. “That’s quite an image.”

         “One you want to re-create in real life?”

         There was an underlying thread of hope in his voice, and it nearly killed her.

         Desperate to get through to him, she tried again. “You paint this happy, perfect scene, but I know what happens after. The slow death of that couple you see in your head. Add in job stress and financial troubles and we’ll sink.”

         His gaze searched hers. “It doesn’t have to be that way. Not every marriage ends.”

         “Can you promise me ours won’t?”

         She knew the answer. She’d lived through the loss of a marriage twice, once from the sidelines and once right in the middle of it. The last time, her world imploded and she lost her job, her house, and her husband. The sad thing is, she only mourned the loss of one of those things, and it hadn’t been her ex, Gavin.

         “Just because your parents had a terrible divorce doesn’t mean we will.”

         “I’ve been divorced, too, remember?”

         “That’s because you married a guy you thought would be safe.”

         “And look how that turned out.”

         No sex. Barely any talking. A lot of resentment, all of it aimed at her for not being who he wanted her to be…who she’d pretended to be.

         Jasper moved in closer. His breath mixed with hers and the heat from his body wrapped around them. “I’m not your ex.”

         “I get that.”

         “And I get you. Flaws, strengths, needs, insecurities, and all.”

         He did, right now, but…“I know.”

         In so many ways Jasper was the anti-Gavin. Jasper grew up in North Carolina and still had a trace of that sexy Southern drawl in his voice. He had a fancy architecture degree but he loved working with his hands and never acted like he was more important than anyone else.

         He’d been kicked out of his parents’ house long ago for not following the rules, for not being the person they wanted him to be—a well-behaved preacher’s son. And yet, he found his way. He came out the other side as one of the healthier people she knew.

         “Gavin wanted a pretty wife and no stress.” Jasper snorted. “The guy was a dick.”

         “He also hated sex.” That wasn’t quite fair. She liked to play and he didn’t. He thought she liked sex too much. It wasn’t until she met Jasper that she realized her owning her sexuality had threatened Gavin. It was his issue. There wasn’t anything wrong with her.

         “I will never understand that, but I do understand you.” Jasper trailed a finger down her cheek. “I know what you need.”

         “It’s not that simple.”

         He slipped an arm around her waist and let it rest there loosely. Kissed her forehead. “Do you trust me?”

         “With every part of me.” She snuggled in closer, inhaling and letting his scent waft through her.

         “Then say yes.”

         She pulled back and stared at him, willing him to understand. “If I say yes, this stops. The sex goes flat and the need fizzles out. Or worse, we enter a battlefield. Maybe not tomorrow or next year, but it will happen.”

         “No way.”

         “Jasper—”

         “We are not them. Any of them you’re thinking about in that brilliant mind of yours.”

         They’d started verbally circling. Every time this topic popped up her brain cells scattered. Old wounds opened and guilt slammed into her because she couldn’t find the right argument to spare him this pain. “We need to table this discussion.”

         “So you can run away?”

         “Nothing so dramatic. I need to get to work. I’ve been talking with a potential buyer, trying to get him to sign the paperwork to let me find him a place. It could be lucrative but I need to wow him in person.”

         “That should be easy.”

         She laughed. “Not everyone finds me irresistible.”

         He toyed with her hair. “Idiots.”

         “Could be, but since I have an actual buyer who needs an actual house, I’ve got to go.”

         “You have a boyfriend who wants an answer but will settle for more sex.”

         Before she could say anything, he pushed her onto her back and slid his body over hers. His weight held her in place as her arms slipped around his neck.

         The world stopped rocking around her, but she knew she’d only dodged the issue for now. Never mind her own fears, and the part of him that he tried to ignore—that time years ago when being with a man excited him as much as being with her. She didn’t care if he was attracted to both. His bisexuality didn’t threaten her. But his steadfast refusal to talk about those days and deal with how that relationship ended added to her worries about their future.

         Time to check back into reality. “My appointment is in thirty minutes.”

         “I can make you come in twenty.”

         She glanced down into the bit of space between their bodies. Not that she needed to look. She could feel his cock twitch against her hip. “You’re ready now?”

         “Honey, I’ve got skills.”

         She laughed, letting his charm overwhelm her as it always did. “Tell me more.”

         “I’m going to use my mouth.” He nuzzled the side of her neck. “Just my mouth.”

         The words were barely out of his mouth before he started moving. The friction as his body slid over hers proved almost unbearable. Her skin tingled, still sensitive from the last time. His nose brushed over her. He didn’t stop to kiss or caress her. Not until he settled between her legs.

         His palms flattened against the inside of her bare upper thighs and spread her legs wide. “That’s better.”

         “You said mouth only.”

         His body skimming over hers reduced her to a shaking mess. The words came out between pants as her fingers grabbed the comforter to keep from shifting all around.

         “Yes, ma’am.”

         His tongue swept over her, through her wetness. With long licks he drew out every intimate touch. Back and forth, over her. When her hips moved in time with the steady rhythm, he changed the tempo and had her panting again.

         In a matter of minutes, her shoulders pressed into the mattress. “Jasper.”

         “You can still speak.” He blew a warm breath over her. “That means I need to work harder.”

         Her muscles trembled from the strain. Every time he lifted his head, she pushed her lower body closer to his mouth. He played and teased until she grabbed the back of his neck and held him to her.

         A laugh rumbled up from his chest and vibrated against her. His tongue found that spot and flicked over it. Round and round. Her hips bucked but he didn’t stop the sensual torture. No hands, no fingers. Just his mouth and that expert tongue. Licking and kissing. Bringing her to the edge before blowing a gentle breath over her and starting the whole process over again.

         She tried to call out his name but her breath caught in her throat. Every muscle tightened as need spiraled inside her. Control abandoned her as she threw her arms out to her sides, seeking balance.

         His tongue swept over her again. “Come for me, baby.”

         “Yes.” Forgetting everything but the spinning deep inside her, she closed her eyes and obeyed. “God, yes.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

         

         Annie showered and made it to the lounge at the Jefferson, a luxury hotel located just blocks from the White House, with five minutes to spare. The place had the feel of a gentlemen’s club, complete with dark paneling and framed antique maps on the walls. The décor screamed old Washington, DC, except for the sleek amber lit-glass bar. She sat across from it now as she waited for her appointment to arrive.

         A congressman sat a few tables away, barking out orders to a group of yes-men. She wasn’t sure if he possessed as much power as he pretended, but he put on an interesting show.

         She heard footsteps and the hostess’s voice, and guessed her newest client had arrived.

         Before she could put down her glass of ice water and look up, a deep voice rang out above her. “Miss Sullivan?”

         She stood up. “Hello, it’s nice to…”

         “Yes?” A smile lit up his face. Not with the fake say-anything-to-impress vibe she’d grown used to from the wealthy men in this town. No, the welcome in his voice and eyes spoke to genuine warmth.

         The guy stood well over six feet tall. Fit and lean with the broad shoulders a swimmer might possess. But that wasn’t the only part of him holding her brain in lockdown. He had black hair, near-black eyes, and the most gorgeous face she’d ever seen, one that hinted at Asian ancestry somewhere in his family tree.

         There was something else. Something that threw her into a strange sense of déjà vu. He didn’t look like every other Capitol Hill guy. There was something striking about him. Something more than his perfect face with the chiseled jaw and that impressive body. He…looked familiar. Something about him ticked a memory, but she couldn’t bring it to the front of her brain.

         He continued to stare at her. “Miss Sullivan? Are you alright?”

         She couldn’t remember how to swallow.

         “Nice to…meet you.”

         “Okay.” Amusement played in his voice.

         “Sorry.” She shook her head, hoping to knock her common sense back into action. “I just finished a call with another client.”

         “I totally understand. Let’s have a seat.” He gestured toward the table and waited for her to sit down before talking again. “I apologize for being late. I got tied up at work.”

         “Obviously, I get how that happens.”

         He watched the server pour water in his glass, then said “thank you,” before turning back to her. “It’s still not excusable. Your time is as valuable as mine.”

         She had no idea what to say to that since clients didn’t usually fall over themselves apologizing to her for wasting her afternoon. Not usually…or ever.

         This guy was a charmer…and so familiar. “I’m sorry, but have we met before?”

         “No.”

         It was a blunt response. His voice stayed light but it didn’t waver.

         She inhaled and tried to focus. “What exactly do you do, Mr. Hunter?”

         “Please, call me Dave.” A waiter stepped up to the edge of the table. Dave turned his impressive smile on the man. “Could you give us a few minutes?” Without breaking stride, Dave looked at her again. “Lawyer.”

         When he continued to stare and the silence dragged on, she realized she’d lost track of the topic. That never happened to her, but it seemed to be a problem around this guy. “Excuse me?”

         “I’m a lawyer.”

         Well, of course he was. She knew basic information about him. But their telephone call didn’t prepare her for the impact of seeing him in his perfect navy suit, with that dimple in his cheek.

         She’d never cheat on Jasper. She’d never wanted to and certainly would never hurt him like that. But if she wasn’t with him, she’d be all over this guy. After she sold him a house and collected the commission, of course.

         It was normal to notice a handsome man. She refused to feel guilty about noticing. But right now, she needed to concentrate on business. She needed to stop noticing.

         Dave had said something about law. She grabbed on to that. “Corporate?”

         “Interesting guess.”

         “You have that look.”

         It’d be lucky for her, because the corporate law type tended to buy expensive real estate.

         He glanced down at his tie before looking at her again. “I’m not sure that’s a compliment.”

         He sounded amused, so she continued the lighthearted banter. “We do live in a town full of lawyers.”

         “I’m not sure that’s a compliment to DC.” His warm smile never faltered. “My practice deals with white-collar crime.”

         It still sounded lucrative to her. “Defending it, I take it.”

         “That’s why I can afford to buy in this market.”

         The comment struck her as matter-of-fact rather than bragging, which she appreciated. “Then I’m a fan.”

         He laughed and the rich sound blocked out the soft murmur of conversation in the crowded room. “I spend a lot of time rescuing people from their bad decisions.”

         “I’m guessing otherwise intelligent adults can make a surprising number of terrible choices.”

         That had been her experience, anyway. She’d made a few of those herself, like Gavin and a career in commercial finance that ended when her company went under, taking her job security with it.

         “You have no idea.” Dave fiddled with his knife for a second. He exhaled as he leaned his elbows on the edge of the table. “So, tell me about you.”

         She’d rehearsed this speech so often she had it memorized. This was her pitch, her simple explanation for why heavy hitters like him should pick her over more experienced agents. “In four years I’ve accumulated—”

         “I’m familiar with your sales record. Very impressive, and in a short period of time.” He leaned in a little closer. “But I asked about you. The woman.”

         Uh, okay. “Do you think who I am relates to whether I can get you a great deal on a house?”

         Maybe it did. She had no idea. She enjoyed things like eating and being able to afford a car, so work tended to be a pretty big priority for her.

         “Frankly, I can probably handle my own negotiation. I do that sort of thing all day.”

         As they talked he treated all the staff of the lounge with respect and said “thank you,” then focused on her. Totally on her. His gaze never strayed. Not onto the pretty blonde a few tables away who ignored the congressman and kept staring at Dave, or the server who seemed reluctant to leave his side. Just her.

         Having all that attention centered on her made her a little breathless.

         “Is this the part where I say something brilliant about lawyers making terrible clients?” She took a sip of water. “I’m thinking that applies to life in general. Hire experts, delegate.”

         “Subtle.”

         She refused to back down because she knew from experience that she was right. “Realistic. Let me take care of the details for you.”

         The rich sound of his laugh rang out. “I think you just called me a control freak.”

         “No, I hinted at it.”

         His smile warmed even more. “I have the sudden urge to show you my résumé.”

         “Please don’t.” That seemed like something a few of the DC men she’d met would do.

         She knew what services she could provide and what benefits she brought to the table. She wondered if he did.

         “Setting aside my need to impress you, I do like people with drive and a track record. I’m not really a fan of those who coast on reputation.” He shrugged. “Plus, you have the resources and experience to make my house hunt run smoothly. I’m willing to pay for that.”

         “Sounds like I’m the right woman for the job.” She reached down into her bag and pulled out a folder. She slid it across the table to him. “I prepared this portfolio to show you different areas of the city and price points to give you an idea of what your money will buy, depending on where you settle.”

         “All business.”

         “Right.” Because that’s exactly how she had to act if she didn’t want to notice that face and that smile.

         He took the portfolio and opened the cover. “Go on.”

         “There are several options here. Some of these properties aren’t officially on the market yet, but if you show me what appeals to you, then I can preview properties and arrange for viewings.”

         “I don’t intend to rush this process.”

         She cleared her throat, hoping it would also clear her head. “Of course not.”

         But it was the way he said it. There had been something in his tone. She refused to think that it reeled her in. As he spoke, she leaned forward, as if her body needed to get closer to him despite the warning sign flashing in her brain.

         The immediate connection surprised her. She often fell into comfortable conversation as part of her job. But this felt…different.

         That pesky sense of having met him before refused to leave her.

         “I’ve made mistakes in the past. Let the right thing get away from me. Didn’t fight when I should have.” He touched the knot of his tie. “Chose the wrong ones other times.”

         The conversation seemed to have veered onto a topic other than real estate. The desperation to pepper him with questions almost overwhelmed her. Work…focus on the work. “Is there anyone else who will be joining us?”

         “I’m afraid I don’t understand the question.”

         “You didn’t mention a wife during your previous call, but is there a fiancée or—”

         “Just me.”

         “Then you need a bachelor pad.” She didn’t think about how that sounded until the words escaped her. She wasn’t fishing…was she?

         “I have to be honest. That conjures up images of all-glass walls, shiny surfaces, and uncomfortable furniture. None of that is my style.”

         Information. Good, this she could handle. Knowing these preferences would make the house hunting easy and efficient. “What is?”

         “Something comfortable. I want to come home and relax.”

         He smiled at her. The woman two tables down continued to stare at him. She didn’t even try to hide it. Annie couldn’t believe Dave didn’t notice, but maybe people gawked at him all the time.

         “Do you like small homes or do you want something bigger, if you start a family?” The words tumbled out. With anyone else, she wouldn’t blink at them. With him, she weighed every sentence as it rang in her ears, fearing her questions felt too personal.

         “Just me…for now. I was hoping to reconnect with someone, but now I’m not sure that’s possible.”

         It wasn’t the answer she expected. “I’m sorry.”

         “Life doesn’t always work out the way you plan.”

         “Very true. I’m guessing this is one of those mistakes you were referring to earlier.” Her mind shot to Jasper’s big question and the idea of losing him.

         “I let the right person go when I should have fought,” Dave said as he sat back in his chair. “That’s actually part of the reason I moved back to Washington, DC.”

         Annie tried to forget the tiny pang of regret that moved through her at the idea of him turning that sexy smile on someone else. She tamped that down, buried it…pretended it never happened.

         “To rekindle a lost love? That’s romantic.” She never considered herself that way, but she recognized the emotion in others. She may not understand the idea of sacrificing everything for one person, putting that much trust in the idea of being together forever, as freeing, but others did. She respected that.

         “Whether old or new, I’m hoping to find someone who shares my passion.” The sly smile returned. “Maybe you can help with that.”

         For a second the noise of the busy lounge died out. People bustled by and the server hovered, looking as if he were waiting for the signal to approach them again. All Annie could hear was the whoosh of blood through her veins and thump in her ears. “You mean by finding you the right house.”

         He hesitated before responding. “What else could I mean?”

         She had no idea.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 5

         

         Annie’s hands still shook an hour later when she walked into the two-story row house that housed the Glasson Property Group offices on G Street. From the outside, it looked like a well-kept residence on a tree-lined street in the Capitol Hill area. Inside, walls had been knocked down to create an open area with two glassed-in conference rooms, a few offices, and desks for the agents.

         After a quick hello to the receptionist, Annie headed for Manda’s office near the rear of the building, just before the double doors to the outside brick patio. Amanda Ryan was only two years older but was a seasoned real estate professional. She was Annie’s mentor when she switched careers and started at Glasson.

         As usual, Manda was on the phone and working a lead. Stacks of other files covered her desk. The woman was a property-selling machine. Curvy and beautiful and all business.

         The second Annie stepped into the office, Manda spun around in her chair and flashed a warm smile. A second later she hung up the phone.

         “How did the meeting…” The smile faded along with her voice. “What happened?”

         Annie didn’t bother pretending that meeting Dave hadn’t thrown her off balance. They talked. He smiled. The conversation moved easily from real estate to a shared love of Chinese food and hatred of running. Once they got over his whole cryptic old-romance comment they’d settled into a comfortable back and forth, which was part of why she didn’t feel all that comfortable right now.

         She fell into the chair in front of Manda’s desk. “My client, Dave Hunter.”

         “Yeah?”

         “I swear I’ve seen him before.”

         Manda frowned. “Where?”

         “No idea.”

         “Huh.” Manda appeared to turn a response over in her head for a moment before she said, “Like, saw him in a movie once or more like he was my tenth-grade stalker?”

         “It was a weird déjà vu sensation.” Annie didn’t even know how to explain it. But she did want to talk about the other part. The weird mix of being comfortable with him while acting and sounding a bit like a seventh-grade girl. “Then there was this thing where I would talk and in my head I’d hear myself stammering.”

         Manda shook her head. “You lost me.”

         Of course, because she wasn’t making any sense.

         Annie crossed and uncrossed her legs. Did the full routine a second time before she stopped fidgeting. “I don’t normally say this, and I wouldn’t, but…see, there’s this—”

         “Lord, woman. Spill it.”

         “He’s as hot as hell. Has that whole Tall, Dark, and Charming thing down.” She’d barely let herself think it before the words were out there.

         Manda snorted. “Oh, you poor thing.”

         “No, I’m serious.”

         “So am I. You’ve got hottie Jasper at home, catering to your every need and wanting to spend a lifetime with you. Then you come to work and get to stare at some good-looking guy.” Her eyes narrowed as she leaned forward in her black leather chair. “Wait, how good looking are we talking?”

         “He’s so…”

         God, what? From the short talks on the phone Annie had expected a guy in a hurry to get back to work. Instead he listened to her without taking over the whole conversation. And the whole lost-love thing was kind of adorable. Being surrounded by men who wanted a commitment had her brain misfiring.

         Manda held up both hands. “You’re not actually using any words.”

         “Never mind.”

         “That’s not likely to happen.” Manda leaned back in her chair, almost in slow motion. “Oh, my God.”

         Don’t ask. “What?”

         “You’re into him.” Manda sounded stunned and a little amused by the idea.

         Annie meant to say that’s ridiculous but the words wouldn’t come out. She went with a safe alternative. “Jasper? Of course.”

         “Don’t be obtuse. I’m talking about this…” Manda waved a hand around in the air. “Dave Hunter. Any chance you have a photo?”

         “It would have been a little weird to snap his photo during lunch.” Tempting, but still weird.

         Manda shrugged. “If you say so.”

         Silence swept through the room, so Annie quickly switched topics. This one always got an interesting response. “How’s the boss today?”

         Aaron McDaniels, the co-founder of the agency. The guy had a reputation—ladies’ man, playboy…a bit dangerous in his likes and dislikes in the bedroom. All rumors, of course, and the guy was nothing but professional in the office.

         One night, after a bit too much wine, Manda let it slip that she had a crush. Like, a want-to-screw-the-boss crush. She denied it afterward, insisted she was joking. Annie didn’t believe her. She’d also noticed that Aaron did a good bit of staring back at Manda when she wasn’t watching. In Annie’s mind, they were inevitable but they’d need to go through several rounds, and possibly years, of denials and other partners first.

         “Annoying. Don’t change the subject,” Manda said.

         “He asked me to marry him again.”

         It should be a good thing. Find the right guy, love him, commit to him. It sounded good in books and in movies, but scared the crap out of her in real life.

         “This Dave works quick.” Manda laughed but immediately stopped after glancing at Annie. “Sorry, bad joke.”

         Annie didn’t have the strength to laugh. The whole topic confused and exhausted her. “Why can’t I just jump in and say yes? I do love him.”

         She didn’t realize she’d grabbed on to the armrests of the chair and dug her nails in until her fingers cramped. She forced her hands to unclench.

         “You came out of your marriage all repressed. Your ex thought missionary position was risqué if you did it more than once a month. So you left that mess and started experimenting, trying to pretend you didn’t feel guilty—”

         “My marriage ended. Guilt is inevitable.”

         “Of course, but I meant how you felt guilty because you needed more in the bedroom. Hell, you needed to have sex somewhere, even one time, outside of the bedroom. Gavin didn’t want that.”

         “He was…” Annie wasn’t even sure how to end that sentence. Set in his ways? Bored with her? Threatened by the fact she enjoyed sex? All of those, probably. It was his insistence that there was something wrong with her and how easily she started to believe it that finally made her call an end to the marriage.

         Truth was, they weren’t a match. But she couldn’t blame Gavin for all of it. She mistook the ceremony and the house for the marriage. She’d believed if the trappings looked right she could muddle through, but no.

         “You got divorced and finally start dating again. Next thing you know you meet Jasper and he encourages you to be who you are and ask for what you want.” Manda shook her head. “The guy is kind of a walking, talking sex miracle.”

         That all sounded right. Perfect, even. “So, I should marry him.”

         “I’m not the one to answer that.” Manda sighed at her in that way that said get your shit together. “Look, there’s something that’s stopping you with Jasper. You have to figure out what it is, and if you can overcome it.”

         Desperation clawed inside Annie. “I want to.”

         There was a clipped knock, then Aaron stuck his head in. “Hello, ladies.”

         “Sir.” Manda winced after she said the greeting. Not that Aaron would have seen her face since he was already gone.

         The interruption eased some of the tension winding inside Annie. She glanced at her friend and smiled. “Still pretending you don’t want him to get you naked and tie you down?”

         Manda glared back. “Let’s stay on you. You love Jasper.”

         “Yes.” Absolutely. Annie didn’t waver on that. She hadn’t expected it, but she didn’t fight it, either.

         “You see this new guy, Dave, and he lights your fire. So what? You’re not boring or dead.” Manda shrugged. “All seems pretty normal to me.”

         “Interesting analysis, but okay.”

         “Is it possible you’re taking the very human fact that you noticed this Dave guy is hot as a sign that maybe you need a little more experimenting?”

         It made sense, but Annie didn’t want to analyze it. She blocked out any sexy thoughts of Dave. Instead, she focused on what she already had in her life and how lucky she was.

         “There’s nothing Jasper won’t do if I ask.” Annie’s mind flashed from their role-playing to the toys in the drawer beside the bed. “Nothing.”

         “I do love that about him.” Manda waved a hand in front of her face. “For you, I mean.”

         The cell in Annie’s pocket buzzed. She’d turned off the ringer, but the vibration hummed against her. She saw the name on the screen…the name she’d just entered into her contacts. “It’s him.”

         “Which him?”

         Her stomach started flipping around. How annoying was that? “I only have one him. This is Dave and he’s just work.”

         “Which is why you’re blushing.”

         Annie mouthed shut up, then hit the button on the cell. “Hello?”

         “Are you busy?”

         Part of her toyed with the idea of saying yes. “No, what’s up?”

         “A coworker told me about a place. I thought we could meet there tomorrow.”

         That sounded like work, and that she could handle. “Sure.”

         “It’s a date.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 6

         

         Jasper had overstepped. Asking a woman to marry him was a big deal. He didn’t do it lightly. But he’d failed to take into account Annie’s panic level. He’d rushed her. They’d only been dating eight months. It was a lifetime for him, but apparently only a test period for her.

         She saw marriage as a weight that would drag her—them—down. He worried it might be the only way to hold on to her.

         He’d made a shitty choice in a relationship once before and didn’t want to live through that again. That time he’d panicked. He’d let fear rule his decisions. Not this time.

         Maybe he was being unfair. After all, she never acted like she wanted something else, someone else, but she was this mass of energy that he wasn’t always clear about how to handle. Forget containing it. He didn’t want to rein her in. He wanted the opposite, actually. But wrestling her fear of commitment was starting to take a toll.

         He blamed her parents. Those two deserved each other. They’d filled Annie’s youth with repeated trips to court and, thanks to her father, a kidnapping adventure to Mexico. Annie’s story had been in the paper. All her friends knew it. Her parents both lost custody for a while. She’d been the poster child for what happened in dysfunctional relationships.

         He wanted her to put all that behind her but, truth was, he got it. That kind of background shaped a person. While she’d grown up and moved on and even tried marriage once, all those doubts and that pain still lingered.

         He understood because he had some of his own. He feared that though he’d moved on from the past, he’d never quite broken free of it.

         So he vowed to be patient and to not be a jackass.

         The first step in that plan was making dinner. He’d put his grilling skills up against anyone. Tonight, he’d gone with chicken and a salad. Step two would be reassuring her that he’d give her whatever time she needed…even if it killed him.

         A minute after he brought the plate piled with food inside from the expansive balcony off their two-story penthouse condo, he heard the beep of the alarm at the front door. Annie shouted hello as the click of her heels sounded on the shiny hardwood floor.

         She stormed up the stairs and through the family room before entering the kitchen. She didn’t stop and didn’t make idle chitchat or ask about his day, which was unusual.

         With that entrance, he figured he needed to jumpstart his plan quickly. Operation Don’t Be an Asshole had begun.

         He put the plate down, ready to say something that might help. “Hey, babe. I made—”

         “Stop talking.” She stood right in front of him and dropped her bag on the floor. Next, her arms came up and wrapped around his neck. Her mouth hovered just over his, which meant she had to be balancing on tiptoes. “I’m in charge.”

         “Yes, ma’am.” He knew that was the right answer because he wasn’t a complete dumbass.

         “I want you naked and inside me in five minutes. Not six. Five. Max.”

         All the blood rushed to his dick. “Now?”

         “Right now. You on top of me, in me.” She grabbed his hand. “Let’s go to the bedroom.”

         All thoughts of food and apologies fled from his head. His lady wanted good hard sex, and he was more than happy to oblige. They could discuss the ins and outs of her day later. Much later.

         “No.” He brought her body tight up against his again. Chest to chest as his brain shut down and his body revved up. Let his hands travel up and down her sides. “Right here.”

         Excitement welled in her eyes. “The wall.”

         “The table.” They could use the wall on the second round. This time, he wanted her spread out before him. Bare and ready.

         She glanced over at the reclaimed wood kitchen table right behind her. “It might not hold us.”

         “Trust me.”

         Before she could say anything, he lifted her off the ground. Her legs linked around his hips. Their mouths fused together in a blinding kiss as his hands went to her ass. That perfect ass.

         She squirmed. No way was that an accident. The move had her rubbing over him, bringing that erection roaring to life.

         Wanting to be inside her, he took the two steps to bring them to the edge of the table. The sounds of kissing and heavy breathing mixed together. Her ankles dug into his ass. He held her steady with both hands on the back of her thighs.

         He somehow managed to lift his head. “Were you a good girl today?”

         She blinked. “What?”

         “I told you what I would do if I caught you wearing panties without permission.”

         Her body relaxed against him and her fingers slipped into his hair. “I can’t walk around bare. People will talk.”

         “You can and will.” He lowered her to the table and immediately went to work on those tiny buttons on her shirt, sending more than one flying across the room.

         Not that she seemed to notice. Her hands didn’t stop moving until they found the top of his jeans. She had the button open and his zipper down in two seconds. Those fingers wrapped around him, pumped up and down, and he moaned in relief.

         “That’s better.” His lips traveled over her neck as his fingers tunneled up her skirt.

         He touched material and jerked it to the side. Heard it rip, but he couldn’t stop now. Their hands and mouths skimmed over each other. He lowered her body and shoved her skirt up, bunching it at her waist. One tug and he peeled her underwear off. Then he tucked the silk in his back pocket as he pushed his jeans down past his hips.

         She kicked off a shoe and put her foot on his shoulder. Her other leg fell to the side.

         He could see all of her. And he couldn’t hold back. He dipped a finger inside her, and caressed her until she was wet and ready for him.

         She lifted her body and pulled him forward to her. Then he was inside her, reveling in the feel of her. Bare and tight, every internal muscle straining against him.

         Pushing and plunging, he moved. The table shook and one of its legs thudded against the floor. He found a steady rhythm while she wiggled and moved underneath him. Her heel slammed into his shoulder, but he didn’t care. He wanted it all, every groan and every pulse.

         On this level, they always connected.

         The heat ratcheted up around them. Every cell sparked to life as his hands skimmed over her bare skin. Energy surged inside him. He didn’t ease up on the tempo. Her grip on the side of his leg didn’t allow him to. His brain screamed slow down, but his body refused to listen.

         He pressed deeper, plunging and retreating until her breath caught. When she whispered his name, he lost it. The orgasm rippled through him. He ground his teeth, trying to hold it off for a few more seconds and prolong the pleasure.

         He dropped his hand, letting the tip of his finger slip over her clit. Her hips shifted forward as her hands locked around the edge of the table and her fingers dug into the wood. Her legs shook.

         Heavy pants filled the room. He repeated her name over and over as his mind blanked. It took another few stuttering seconds for his brain to work again.

         “God, baby. Yes.”

         With his last push, her body tensed and she came. Every muscle seemed to tighten as she threw her head back. Her body bucked under him. Those shoulders rose. That mouth dropped open.

         He heard noises and could smell the sex. Sweat rolled down his back. She’d barely finished when he finally let go. He pumped into her, coming inside her and relishing the feel of her body wrapped around his, inside and out.

         It took a little longer for the table to stop wobbling and his breathing to move out of heart-attack range. He could hear nothing but the muffled tick of the clock hanging on the wall as some of his strength returned. He could think again.

         After kissing her calf, he moved her leg off his shoulder and let his body rest against hers. His head settled on her chest and immediately her hand came up to hold him there. Her heartbeat thumped under his ear, steady and strong. He could smell his scent on her skin and couldn’t imagine anything sexier.

         “You are so hot,” he said, as he turned to place a kiss on the top of her breast.

         “I don’t think I can move.”

         He laughed. “Works for me.”

         “Jasper.” Her arms fell back against the wood. “That was way better than dinner.”

         “That was only the first course. Next, we try the wall.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 7

         

         Two weeks later, Annie’s life still hadn’t settled down. Jasper hadn’t popped the question again, but she guessed he was waiting for the right moment. For him. She doubted there would ever be a right moment for her.

         Despite their state of uncertainty, they’d fallen into a comfortable pattern. They both worked too many hours and spent their downtime snuggling together. And when he tried to talk about their future, she jumped on him. Literally. She used sex to avoid the conversation. It probably wasn’t the most mature or productive solution, but it worked and was pretty fun.

         But right now she was all business, or was trying to be. The need to laugh made that difficult. So did the expression on Dave’s face as he sat across from her, holding his coffee mug without taking a sip.

         He shook his head. “That may have been the worst place I’ve ever seen.”

         Biting her lip helped hide the smile she fought back. She glanced around the small specialty cake shop in the Georgetown shopping area.

         “Not a fan of metallic walls?” she asked, not trying to hide humor in her voice. “Then there was the one made of straw with the built-in furniture that looked like it came out of a futuristic cartoon.”

         “Part of it looked like wrapping paper. The other part…wow.” He spoke with awe, but not the good kind.

         He said he’d heard about this house from someone in his office and was told it would be perfect for a single man. She hadn’t been able to preview the place or find photos online since the place wasn’t officially listed yet, so they’d gone in blind.

         “Now, I’m not the type to say ‘I told you so’…” She totally was.

         He eyed her over the top of his mug. “Don’t.”

         “Oh, no. I’m gonna say it.” She didn’t hold back her smile now.

         “You could just think it.”

         “Nope.”

         He exhaled. “Fine. Go ahead.”

         He sounded resigned, but she could tell he was playing along with her amusement. Despite the laughter in her voice and the way he shook his head as he drank his coffee now, they did have a serious issue. The way he insisted on conducting the house hunt ended up wasting both their time and he wasn’t one step closer to making an offer on any property.

         They’d spent a lot of time together and consumed an almost unbearable amount of coffee, but he still was a client. That meant stepping into this conversation carefully. “Over the last two weeks you’ve picked out three places on your own or because a friend or a coworker had a place we should see and, well, they haven’t been great.”

         “Understatement.”

         “I was trying to be nice.”

         “It had shag carpet in the bathroom.” He put the mug down with a thud. “Who does that?”

         “Apparently that was trendy at one time.”

         “In this century?”

         “Unfortunately.”

         “I’m guessing you’re a bit smug about this.”

         “Again, understatement.”

         Laughter sounded in his voice as he cradled his coffee mug in his palms.

         “That brings me to a topic I wanted to discuss.”

         He froze. “Uh-oh.”

         He wasn’t a stupid man. He had to see this talk coming. She appreciated that, but she also wanted to sell a house.

         She enjoyed spending time with him, listening to him, and joking with him. Maybe too much. But she did have a job to do and so far she was failing at it, which she hated.

         “I’ve sent you listings but you only give me lukewarm responses, and then call me at random times about secret listings you’ve heard about with shag carpet, which was also in the kitchen, by the way.”

         He nodded. “I don’t know anything about cooking but even I know that’s a bad idea.”

         “Almost as bad as house hunting like this?” She leaned in, trying to ignore those sexy dark eyes. “Look, if you don’t really want a house—”

         “I do.”

         “Then am I the problem?”

         He made a snorting sound. “You’re the best part of this process so far.”

         Her stomach did a little flip. She sat back in her chair again, trying to put some extra distance between them. “So?”

         “Maybe…I want to spend more time with you.” He sounded hesitant but his eyes lit with determination.

         Okay, spinning wild thoughts about her mysterious client and flirting a bit was one thing. Going down this road was another. She loved Jasper and had no intention or desire to cheat on him. The idea of losing him actually made her queasy. So, this—whatever this was—had to end.

         She cleared her throat. “Dave.”

         “Don’t panic. I meant that in a friendly way.” He held up a hand as if in surrender. “Send me listings and I promise to pick three so we can go out again.”

         She didn’t realize she’d been holding her breath until it rushed out of her. Her insides shook and she struggled to make sense of her attraction. Rather than analyze every move and every sentence, she fell back on humor.

         “Three whole houses?” She whistled. “Wow, at that rate we’ll get you into a property within the decade.”

         He joined in her laughter. “Drink your coffee.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 8

         

         The next morning, Annie sent off a new list of properties for Dave to review. While she waited for his response, she did other work for clients who actually liked to make offers on houses. Three meetings and a lunch with Manda later, Annie sat at the conference room table and watched Manda fax a document to a mortgage broker.

         Annie was about to get up when her cell rang. She answered as soon as she saw the name.

         “I wanted to meet tomorrow to discuss how we’re going to proceed with this property list.” Dave’s deep voice rumbled over the line. No introductions. No greetings. He zoomed right to his point.

         “Sure.” That meant she’d have to do some work that night, but she didn’t care. The meeting could lead to a sale and commission. And that’s exactly where her mind needed to stay. On money. On her sales. And off thoughts about what Dave’s toned stomach might look like under his perfectly ironed shirt.

         “At my hotel.”

         “I…” she stammered. “Okay.”

         “Noon?”

         Noon sounded like business time. Sort of. “I’ll be there.”

         He said “good” then hung up before she could say anything else. All in all, it hadn’t been a long-winded discussion. He hadn’t said anything personal. But that gravelly voice and the way it skidded over her senses had caressed her like a touch.

         Man, she wished she knew why every time she thought about him or talked with him a memory she couldn’t quite grab on to tickled at the back of her mind.

         She heard throat clearing and looked up to find Manda staring. That couldn’t be good. “What?”

         Manda kept staring. “Well?”

         “We have a meeting tomorrow.” Simple. Clear. No big deal.

         “We?”

         “Dave and I. He got my new set of listings.” He hadn’t really said that, but Annie pretended he did.

         Manda smiled. “Is it clothing optional?”

         “It’s work.”

         This time Manda laughed. “You keep telling yourself that.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 9

         

         When he heard footsteps outside of the construction trailer, Jasper stopped staring at his phone. He’d been distracted for hours, ever since the call came. He’d made some bad choices in his life. Now he worried he’d have to re-live the worst one.

         The door opened without a knock or a warning. Jasper expected an end-of-the-day visit from the construction manager. He’d had a meeting with the property owners about a last-minute change that could increase Jasper’s workload.

         But Annie walked in, wearing a gray suit that might look all business on anyone else, but screamed sex on her. The slit up the side and slim-fitting off-white silky shirt had his gaze roaming.

         “Hello, there.” Her sly smile suggested she knew what her long legs did to him.

         And that voice, all deep and hot, had him squirming in his chair.

         Seeing her, watching her walk across the room to stand on the other side of the desk, drained the frustration right out of him. The tension tightening across his shoulders eased as a different kind of revving started deep inside him.

         He clasped his hands together to keep from reaching for her. “This is a surprise.”

         “You sounded a bit tightly wound on the phone earlier.” She dropped her bag next to his desk and slipped around to his side. “I thought I’d stop by and unwind you.”

         So hot.

         “And how, exactly, do you intend to do that?” He pushed his chair back from the desk. Not far, but enough for her to squeeze in there, which he hoped she’d do. “Tell me slowly and use as many dirty words as possible. Maybe try it without any clothes on.”

         She made a clicking sound with her tongue. “You are a filthy boy.”

         “When it comes to you? Yes.”

         “Good.” She hiked up her thin gray skirt. Lifted it high up on her thighs and straddled his thighs. Her ass balanced against the desk. Her body waited right there in front of him, so close. Ready to be touched.

         It took all his willpower not to grab her and bring her down on his lap. And he would have, but he wanted her to be in charge. He loved when she took the lead.

         Especially since he noticed she must have unbuttoned her shirt as she walked around the office. The material gaped and the lacy edge of her light-blue bra peeked out.

         “You said you’d be late tonight.” She winked at him. “That’s why I rushed over.”

         He’d been lost in thought when they talked earlier. He wasn’t sure what he’d said, but she knew that her visiting his office, dropping to her knees, and sucking him off was a recurring fantasy of his.

         “I have to work.” He silently cursed the owners and their “just one more idea” requests. They didn’t seem to understand the concept that architectural plans needed pre-approval.

         “Are you sure?” She opened her legs just a bit more, until her skirt pulled tight across her thighs. “Maybe you could take a short break.”

         Her voice, the smell of her, her closeness. If this went on much longer, he’d come before he got his zipper down. “Convince me.”

         She planted her hands on the armrests of his chair and leaned in, letting her hair fall over her shoulder and brush against his cheek. He breathed in her scent and snuck a quick look down the opening of her shirt. He had to fight the urge to run his tongue over the tops of her breasts.

         Her lips skimmed over his on the way to his ear. Her mouth hovered there. “Put your hands on me.”

         Sweet Jesus. His fingers flexed on her waist.

         “Show me what you want,” he said.

         She took his hand, slipping her fingers through his, and brushed his palm over her thigh, then under her skirt. She kept guiding him. When he touched bare skin, a wave of heat crashed over him. His finger skimmed over her…and into her.

         “Yes,” she said on a sharp breath.

         “Did you lock the door?”

         “I had to.”

         He got lost in the feel of her, the smell of her. “What?”

         “So I could do this.” She pulled back, only slightly but enough for his hand to slide back to her thigh.

         The tight space didn’t allow for much movement, so he edged his seat back as she dropped to her knees. Seeing her sitting there, with her face flushed and her blouse hanging open, had his breath stuttering in his throat.

         She rubbed her hands up and down his thighs. “I’m hoping this will convince you to come home to me as soon as you can.”

         Before he could say anything, she started undoing his belt and opening the button at the top of his black pants. When she leaned in and kissed him, rubbed her cheek against the erection pressing against the material, his ass lifted off the chair. Anything to get closer to her.

         She used her teeth to outline his growing bulge. She caressed him with her hand and her mouth.

         “Damn, Annie.”

         The tick of his zipper echoed through the room. “Tell me what you want.”

         He gripped the armrest with one hand and the back of her head with the other. “Swallow me.”

         She slipped the band of his briefs down and licked across his tip. For long torturous seconds she tongued him. Swirled over him, up and down him. Then she took his cock in her mouth. Pumped with her hand while she sucked.

         “Yes.” His hand slipped into her hair as he leaned back in the chair and watched her.

         Those cheeks puffed out as a small moan escaped her. When she tightened her grip and tugged harder as her mouth caressed him, his control stumbled.

         His hips lifted and the tension inside him built. The air rattled in his lungs. His hold on her hair eased, but he cupped her face with both palms now, guiding her. Easing her up and down until she took him balls deep. His body pulsed with need.

         “Annie, I’m coming.”

         She made a humming noise, never breaking rhythm.

         A twinge settled in the base of his neck but he refused to lean it back. He needed to watch her. But when he started to come, his eyelids dropped and body let go. He pumped into her, filling her mouth as he tangled his fingers deeper into her hair.

         The orgasm seemed to last forever. When he finished, he fell back into his chair. His chest ached from holding back all the sounds he wanted to make. Blinking, he opened his eyes again and focused on the bare white ceiling. He was about to sit up straight when her face appeared above him.

         She stood, straddling his leg. “You still with me, stud?”

         The flirty tone made him smile. “You should visit more often.”

         Her hands slipped down to the bottom of her skirt. Instead of pushing it down, she pulled it up even higher. “That depends on what you can do for me now.”

         Energy flowed through him. He shoved his chair back as his knees hit the floor. “Let me show you.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 10

         

         Annie walked into the grand entrance of the Jefferson the next afternoon. She headed across the black-and-white tiled marble floor, taking in the arched skylight in front of her. The light streamed in and bounced off the chandeliers, bathing the area in a warm glow.

         She was sore, but in the best way possible. She’d spent the night touching and tasting Jasper. He got home sooner than he thought because he insisted she’d given him the right incentive to work fast. A quick shower led to more sex. Then she’d ridden him this morning until her inner thigh muscles ached.

         The last twelve hours had been amazing. There wasn’t an inch of her he hadn’t touched and praised.

         “Annie?” Dave’s deep voice carried across the open hotel foyer area.

         She glanced over and saw him standing just feet behind her. He wore another perfectly tailored suit. This one navy with a lighter blue tie. He looked very businesslike, because that’s what this was. Work only. The hotel might be lovely, but it proved he needed a place to live full time, and that’s where she fit in his life. And only there.

         She turned to shake his hand, but he was already leaning in. His kiss grazed her cheek. It came and went, but the tingling of her skin lasted a bit longer.

         “I still can’t believe that you’re really staying here,” she said, searching frantically for small talk while her heart raced.

         He made a face. “It’s a bit much, right?”

         “Very swanky.”

         “I’m a ‘beer on the sectional’ kind of guy, so it’s weird for me. The firm picked it and paid at first, but now it’s on me.” He smiled. “Which is why I need a place to live sooner rather than later.”

         She tried to ignore his hand on her arm, as he guided them from the middle of the high traffic area to the two oversized leather chairs by the wall. She’d rather go into the lounge or one of the restaurants. Something about meeting him at a hotel made her twitchy. As if she were cheating, and she definitely was not.

         She inhaled, trying to calm her nerves as they sat facing each other. It took her a second to kick the words out. “This hotel is a bit of an unusual choice for temporary housing.”

         “I think the new office hoped the impressive downtown location would blind me to the workload and long hours to come.”

         She couldn’t help but smile at that. Tales of overworked lawyers were legend in this town. “I’m sure you were used to both in San Francisco.”

         “The work, yes. The potential for snow? No.”

         A piece of a memory hit her again. It tickled but wouldn’t come into focus. This would bug her until she remembered. She wished she knew why it kept happening when she was around Dave. “Are you sure we don’t know each other?”

         He lifted an eyebrow. “You’re my real estate agent.”

         “You’re hysterical.” She shook her head and vowed to finally figure out the answer. “Should we go into the—”

         “We can use my room.”

         She could almost hear the brakes squeal in her head. It was as if her mind slammed them on. Her body still vibrated from the impact. “Excuse me?”

         He watched a group of people walk by. “It’s more private.”

         Yeah, that was the problem. “Do we need privacy?”

         He reached across the table between their chairs, but his hand never touched hers. “This is important to me.”

         She didn’t even know what they were talking about. Worse, she thought maybe they needed to come to an understanding. He talked in a way that could be considered safe and fine, but every word seemed to carry an underlying message.

         Rather than scare her, the meaning she assigned to his words excited her. Despite being fatigued and totally satisfied after a long night with Jasper, her body snapped into high alert.

         This was not good.

         “Maybe we should…” Run, hide, never speak again. All those options seemed smart to her.

         “I went through the portfolio you gave me, but I left it up on the table.”

         She blew out a long breath. Now, that sounded reasonable. Convenient, but reasonable.

         After a disastrous marriage, her life was finally buzzing along in the right direction. Yet, something about Dave tugged at her. Maybe it was the sense of danger and the forbidden.

         “Annie?” He cleared his throat. “The house hunt?”

         “Right.” Just because her head was spinning in all sorts of non-work ways didn’t mean his was.

         Her mind shot back to their earlier meeting and the immediate sense of comfort she felt with him. Well, comfort in those moments when she wasn’t panicking about noticing his broad shoulders and that face.

         Without another word, he stood up. “Are you ready?”

         No, definitely not. Her whole world had started flying apart and she had no idea why. But she tamped down that feeling. She had a job to do. “Let’s go.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 11

         

         Waiting for the elevator almost killed her. Their bodies were close enough for the sleeve of his blazer to brush against her arm, burning through the thin material of her silk blouse. She immediately regretted leaving her sweater back at the office. Nothing she wore provided adequate protection against the tremble that ran through her.

         All but one guest filed out of the elevator and they stepped on. Annie didn’t see him press any buttons or slide a card, but the light for the top floor lit. Of course.

         She had to force her body to stay still during the entire ride up. No fidgeting. No shifting her weight from one foot to the other.

         He didn’t appear to have the same issue. He leaned against the back wall and watched her. He sure didn’t look all-business at the moment. Exactly the opposite, actually.

         This close, she could smell his aftershave. It reminded her of a mix of Earl Grey tea and something equally inviting. She might have asked but the older woman standing there with them started coughing.

         Annie edged back, not meaning to fit her body right in that space between his side and his outstretched arm, but it happened. In two seconds the gap between them closed and the air grew tight. Her chest burned as she held in deep gulping breaths.

         When the bell finally dinged and the older woman stepped off, Annie almost gasped in relief.

         “You okay?” he asked.

         Not even a little. “Of course.”

         He put his hand on her shoulder. “Claustrophobic?”

         “No.” She couldn’t manage to say anything else.

         She’d hoped the clipped remarks would set the tone. He tempted her. Made her fantasize about things she didn’t want and refused to test. She would not hurt Jasper. This—Dave—would hurt him. Even a man as open to experimenting as Jasper would lose his mind if he knew the thoughts running through her head. Most were about Jasper. Some were about Dave. A few were about all three of them together.

         Where the hell had that come from?

         When she realized she’d leaned into Dave’s side, she jumped back up again. “Sorry.”

         “I’m not.”

         Enough. She needed to give a speech. She’d be clear but not rude. She actually liked Dave. It wasn’t his fault her signals were all over the place.

         She sighed. “Look, I think—”

         “Here we are.”

         She wasn’t even sure when they’d gotten off the elevator and started toward the room, but suddenly, they were in front of the double doors. She looked at the plaque on the wall.

         Martha Jefferson Suite.

         Well, that sounded fancy. “Your office must have been hiding a really big workload, because it went all out with this place.”

         “I have to admit the impressive hotel stunt worked. But I definitely enjoyed the place more when it was on the firm’s dime instead of mine.”

         “You couldn’t negotiate a longer stay?”

         “I’m a partner now, so the idea of the firm paying for my room basically means I’m screwing myself.” He opened the door and they stepped inside.

         The room was awash in cream and gray. From where she stood, just inside the door, she spied the floor-to-ceiling windows and at least two balconies. There was a fireplace…and was that a separate dining room?

         “This is bigger than my first apartment.” It might be bigger than the thirteen-hundred-square-foot place she lived in now.

         “It’s described as the most romantic room in the hotel.” Dave stood right behind her as he whispered the words.

         She tried to ignore the shiver that had her body in its hold. “What?”

         “Let’s see if you agree.”

         Annie couldn’t let this happen. She pulled away from Dave and out of touching range, and took another step until the back of her thigh hit a table, ignoring the sting. Friends and other people she knew had agreements and open relationships. She respected their choices, but she and Jasper had made a different one.

         “Okay, wait.” She inhaled, trying to focus on what she needed to say next.

         “I didn’t…” Dave came around to stand in front of her. “Yeah, we should concentrate on real estate.”

         It was as if he’d read her mind. “Exactly.”

         “Let me get the portfolio. I made some comments to help you with the search.” He grabbed the folder and stood there, looking and sounding back in control.

         The space between them helped. So did the fact he actually held the portfolio and a piece of paper attached to it with handwritten notes on it. She should have felt relief. That’s why they were here.

         But she couldn’t trick her brain into believing it.

         There was one reasonable way out, and she took it. “You should work with another agent in my office. My colleague Amanda—”

         “No. I don’t want Amanda.” He shook his head as he spoke.

         Annie needed to know, so…“Do you want me?”

         Silence beat between them. For a few seconds they both stared and neither spoke.

         After a stretch that felt like forever, he nodded. “Yes.”

         “Oh, God. No.” She closed her eyes as her stomach tumbled. A mix of excitement and dread washed over her. She wanted to be flattered but she felt…she didn’t actually know what she felt.

         “Annie, please listen to me.”

         “That—us—is never going to happen.” Nothing else was clear except that. “I have a boyfriend and I love him.”

         “Okay, stop.” Dave dropped the portfolio on the couch. “Let’s sit down and talk.”

         Words were not going to help. “I should go.”

         “Annie, please.” He took a step toward her but then stopped. “I’m not looking to mess up your life or your relationship.”

         It sure felt like it.

         “Me, either.”

         “I didn’t expect to feel anything for you.”

         “Thanks.” He wasn’t exactly sweet-talking her, which she appreciated. The whole scene might have been easier if he’d flipped into lawyer mode and pleaded his case. Instead, his vulnerability slipped out. He sounded genuine and confused.

         “What I mean is I’m pretty knotted up over someone else.” He exhaled and the ragged sound cut through the quiet of the room. “I never expected to be attracted to anyone else. I haven’t been, which is part of the reason I came back here to, I don’t know, figure it out. Get closure. That’s a thing, right?”

         If this was an act it was a pretty great one. She empathized and, strangely enough, felt a renewed kick of affection for him. There was something about a guy who could open up that appealed to her. It’s why she fell so hard and fast for Jasper.

         Dave wiped a hand over his face. “Shit.”

         “Maybe you’re feeling lonely. That’s normal.”

         “Annie, come on.”

         She talked right over him. “I’m convenient for you. I’m not someone you’ll need to see every day after you buy your house.”

         That explained his feelings. The reason for hers was still a mystery.

         He scoffed. “You’re selling yourself a bit short, aren’t you?”

         “I’m not trying to play hard to get.” She had no idea what she was doing. Go to him…run away. They both struck her as wrong.

         “You’re not just a warm body or some pretty face. Hell, I’ve wanted you since the moment I met you.”

         Heat spiraled through her. “Okay, well, that’s clear.”

         “I’m trying to be honest here.”

         “What do you see when you look at me?” She really wanted to know.

         “Light. Energy.” He studied her and whatever look he saw on her face had him changing tactics. “You’re wary…yeah, I get that. But you also make me laugh. You don’t seem to take any shit, which is really sexy.”

         “The sudden spark of attraction between us took me by surprise.” Admitting that might be a mistake, but they were grown-ups. This was an adult mess and not one she could pretend away. “But I don’t want any part of it.”

         When she shifted away he moved to keep the same amount of distance between them.

         “Annie, do you know what else I see when I look at you?”

         “A woman stopping herself from doing something really stupid. Because that’s pretty much what’s happening.”

         “I fear I’m the ‘stupid’ in that sentence.”

         “I didn’t mean—”

         “I’m kidding.” He motioned to the couch next to him. “Please, sit just for a second.”

         As adults, they should be able to talk this through. Maybe even have a laugh about the confusion. She could at least give that a try. “Fine.”

         When he sat down on one end of the curved couch, she took the other end, putting as many cushions between them as she could.

         “I left this city in a hurry because I wanted to leave everything and everyone behind.” He shook his head. “Three thousand miles seemed like enough space.”

         “You don’t strike me as a runner. Not that type, anyway.”

         “Don’t be fooled by the suit and big job title. I couldn’t sprint away fast enough.”

         The emotional wall she’d tried to erect between them inched down. He wasn’t making a move. His thoughts came spilling out and she couldn’t help but feel a connection to him.

         He rested his elbows on his knees. “There’s so much I need to tell you.”

         She rushed to talk before he could add to the comment. “I like you, and that’s saying something because lawyers are not usually my favorite on the job.”

         He moved closer. “There’s something I need to tell you.”

         Ugh. “No, you don’t.”

         “You don’t understand—”

         “Whatever it is, don’t say it.” She stood up. Her nerve endings caught fire. She couldn’t sit still. Not right then. Not with her defenses down.

         “Please.” He stood up and met her right at the dead center of the couch. The need pulsed off him. He looked ready to reach out and touch her.

         The mental battle didn’t rage on for very long. This would be good-bye. She’d turn him over to Manda and get back to her life.

         She nodded because she didn’t dare speak. A second later his palms skimmed her cheeks and his mouth covered hers. The kiss, tentative and searching at first, lured her in. As she relaxed into him the kiss deepened, going from teasing to heated.

         “Okay, no.” She lifted her head. With a hand on his chest she pushed him away. Put a few inches of breathing room between them.

         “Really, Annie. You don’t understand.”

         Talking, touching…they were done with all of it. She pivoted around the end of the couch and headed for the door. “I need to go.”

         “Annie.” His voice grew louder.

         She knew he was following her, and that only made her walk faster. Anxiety bubbled up inside her, nearly swamping her, and she grabbed her bag. “Manda will call you. You’ll love her. Very friendly and a top agent.”

         “Jasper.”

         Annie’s hand froze on the door handle as she whipped around to face Dave. “What?”

         “I’m here because of Jasper.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 12

         

         Annie stood there with her bag hanging off her fingertips, trying to put the pieces and words together in her mind. Dave didn’t know Jasper…he couldn’t. “What did you just say?”

         “Jasper.”

         It sounded obscene to hear his name coming out of Dave’s mouth. It made her want to yell and shake him. “How do you know that name?”

         Dave visibly swallowed before answering. “I know him.”

         She could have sworn something clunked in her brain. She remembered that photo Jasper kept on his phone, the old one she’d seen one time when she scrolled through. Jasper hadn’t tried to hide it, but he didn’t show it off, either. It was of the guy who once meant something. The one Jasper loved and lost years ago, before he could accept the fact he was bisexual.

         They never talked about him except for that one time. The facts clicked together in her head now. But one piece didn’t fit. “Matthew. Jasper said his name was Matthew.”

         “David Matthew Hunter. At first I went by my middle name to avoid nepotism. My father’s a pretty well-known federal judge. He’s been short-listed for the Supreme Court by more than one administration.”

         The information made sense but it didn’t explain everything. He’d sought her out and used a fake name…or his real name. Either way, when he’d met her, he didn’t say who he was to Jasper and the huge role they played in each other’s past.

         A sick possibility hit her then. That Jasper, her loyal and loving boyfriend, set all of this up as some sort of sick test. “Did he send you to me?”

         Dave frowned. “What?”

         “Is this some kind of fidelity test?” She shifted until her back hit the door.

         “Are you kidding?”

         “Answer me.”

         “That doesn’t sound like Jasper.”

         How the hell would he know that? “He asked me to marry him and I didn’t give him an answer. Maybe…”

         All the blood rushed out of Dave’s face and his mouth dropped open. “He asked you to marry him?”

         He looked stunned and a little sick, as if the news punched into him. She recognized the look—the reeling. She knew and could identify the sensation because she was experiencing the same thing right now. The buzz in her brain. The dizziness. The conflicting needs to both sit down and race away bombarding her.

         “Tell me why you’re here. Why me?” Desperation clawed at her. She grabbed the door handle behind her back and tried to turn it but her fingers refused to work.

         “I just—I knew Jasper before. We were roommates. It was years ago. We—”

         Every buried bit of that conversation came rushing back to her. “You were way more than that to him.”

         “He told you?”

         Jasper had experimented over the years. He believed sexuality was much more fluid than many people liked to say despite the teachings of his very strict preacher father. When his feelings for Dave overwhelmed him, Jasper had panicked because loving Dave meant potentially losing everything.

         “He doesn’t lie to me.” He told her how he’d been confused and messed up, and that Dave cut off all contact and moved on. But Dave was here now and he’d kissed her…and she had no idea what any of it meant. “I don’t understand what’s going on.”

         “I came back to see him.”

         That part made sense. She really couldn’t blame Dave for wanting to rebuild whatever he had with Jasper. “You mean you moved to DC again to get him back.”

         Dave stepped closer. He had his hands out in front of him, talking with them, as if pleading with her. “I didn’t know about you, but then people—people we knew together back then—told me that he was with someone and it was serious. I did some research and—”

         The word sliced through her. “Research?”

         “Hell, Annie. I admit it. I wanted you to not matter to him.” Dave let out a sharp exhale. “But you do. Everyone was clear on that. So, I wanted to learn about you. I was curious and more than a little jealous.”

         She needed to get out of there. “Is this some sort of cruel joke? Are you trying to hurt me?”

         “God, no.” He shook his head. “It’s the opposite. The more I learned, the more impressed I was. You built this career from scratch after your marriage fell apart, your job in finance went to shambles, and you lost your house.”

         “Oh, my God.” She took a step back. “None of that is your business.”

         “I know that. I do. I know my behavior has been—”

         “Shitty. Dishonest.” So many harsher words filled her mind.

         “I’ve been a dick. I should have told you who I was the first time you asked if we’d met before. But I was selfish. I just…”

         “You what?” She couldn’t possibly imagine what excuse he might use.

         “I grew to like you. I enjoy spending time with you. You’re beautiful and smart and resourceful, but above all you’re a survivor. There is nothing sexier than that.”

         Every sentence cut deeper into her. “What, so now you’re attracted to me?”

         “I’m attracted to you, and I miss him.” Dave closed his eyes. “Yeah, I know. It’s a mess.”

         The buzzing in her pocket made her gasp. For a second she didn’t even recognize it was her cell. When she grabbed it and stared at the screen she saw the name she loved so much. “This is work. I have to take it.”

         “Annie, please.”

         She cut Dave off by answering. She couldn’t press the button fast enough. “Hello?”

         “Miss Sullivan.” Jasper’s deep voice vibrated against her ear. “I need your services. Right now. You better be wearing something I can tunnel my hands under.”

         She didn’t want Dave to know who was on the other end. Not until she could figure out how to handle any of this.

         “Our appointment is still on for today. I’m at the Jefferson.” She pretended to look at her watch but the face blurred on her. “I’ll meet you in ten minutes, as planned.”

         “Block off the rest of the afternoon and evening. I intend to make you scream.” Excitement ran through Jasper’s voice.

         “I look forward to it.” She disconnected the call and pocketed the phone. “I need to go.”

         “We need to talk about this. Look, I know I messed up. I should have handled this better, been more open.” He blew out a harsh breath. “Jesus, Annie. This surprised me. You surprised me. How much I still want Jasper surprises me.”

         “I can’t do this. Not now.”

         Not ever.

         She turned and got a good grip on the door handle.

         “What are you going to say to Jasper?”

         She wished she knew. “I have no idea.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 13

         

         She somehow managed to stumble down the hall and get to the elevator. By the time she reached the lobby, her body shook and her muscles felt weak. She barely made it to the nearby bathroom and rushed into the stall. With the door locked she rested her head against the back and gulped in huge breaths.

         She put her palm against the wall and let the cool marble reenergize her. The last hour had been a mental train wreck. She didn’t rattle easily, but having Jasper’s past come back to haunt their future messed with her in ways she’d never experienced.

         She lost track of time as she waited there, bringing her panicked breathing back under control. She needed to get herself together. Needed to meet Jasper…figure out what the hell to tell him.

         After splashing water on her face, she stepped out of the bathroom and headed for the hotel entry. The door opened and fresh air rushed at her. The warm sunshine beat down on her. She glanced to her left and saw a familiar swagger. A familiar face.

         “Miss Sullivan. You’re late.” Jasper came down the sidewalk and stopped in front of her before leaning in for a quick kiss. “You weren’t getting to me fast enough so I’m here to—”

         She launched her body against his, falling against his chest and sighing in relief when his strong arms came around her.

         “Hey.” His fingers slipped into her hair. “You okay?”

         “Rough day.” That didn’t come close to describing it.

         “That sucks.”

         “Yeah, it does.”

         “You know what you need?” He whispered the question into her ear.

         She looked up to see the smile she could hear in his voice. “Tell me.”

         “One of those ridiculous baths you like, complete with bubbles and candles.”

         She could almost feel the heat of the water against her skin. “Yes.”

         He pressed a kiss against her forehead. “Followed by pizza and a movie marathon on the couch.”

         He always knew the right thing to do to make her feel better. Tonight she didn’t need hot sex. She needed a different kind of comfort. “Action movies?”

         He snorted. “As if I’d suggest anything else.”

         She snuggled in closer. “Take me home.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 14

         

         Annie didn’t even bother to knock when she got to Manda’s office door the next morning. She heard her friend hang up the phone as she pushed right in, dropping into the chair in front of Manda’s desk. “My life is a mess.”

         “And good morning to you.” Manda saluted Annie with the coffee mug before taking a sip and setting it down next to her keyboard.

         “Dave knows Jasper.”

         There. She said it. All last night she’d thought it. The truth hovered on her tongue while Jasper drew her bath last night. While he took care of dinner and then the dishes. Even after hours of mindless television, when he tucked her into bed and wrapped his arms around her.

         She’d wanted to spill every detail about Dave and her unexpected attraction and stabbing pain she felt when she thought that Jasper might wish he’d made other relationship choices. Twice she started to say something, but the words had refused to come out. She’d sat there sputtering, trying to cover up her confusion with fake coughs.

         Manda frowned at Annie. “What?”

         “They used to live together.”

         “Wait, back up.” Manda shook her head. She was not someone who got confused easily, but she looked completely stumped. “You’re saying your new crush and your hot boyfriend are friends.”

         That wasn’t even close to what she was saying.

         Annie glanced over and noticed the door stood open a few inches. Rather than get up, she leaned in and lowered her voice. “More than that.”

         “Whoa.” Despite the spiky black heels, Manda made it out of her chair and around the desk in less than two seconds to shut the door. Her eyes practically gleamed when she sat back down again. “Talk.”

         This wasn’t her story to tell, but Annie knew she was going to spew every last syllable. She had to talk through the facts with someone. Maybe that would help her make sense out of what happened.

         “They had a thing.” Just saying the words made an image pop into her head.

         One night months ago, they’d talked about the things they’d done with other people. Jasper was not the type who got jealous. In fact, he insisted on hearing every detail, including the ones about her college fling with a fifty-year-old professor and all the places they had sex around campus.

         Then he told her about Matthew, who she now knew was Dave. They’d known each other since college and had been roommates. They’d gotten each other off with their hands and mouths. One night it had gone further. One snowy night, when the DC roads and highways had been shut down for days.

         That’s the night that played in her head. She made up the details without any trouble. The thought of Jasper dropping to his knees in front of Dave in one of his expensive suits…a new wave of heat hit her. She felt it burn in her cheeks. And not from embarrassment. No, the idea of them together excited her.

         “A thing thing?” Manda sounded both stunned and a little excited herself.

         “I’ll pretend I know what that means—yes.”

         Manda leaned back in her chair, letting it rock back and forth a few times as she studied Annie. “Damn, Jasper just got hotter. I didn’t think that was possible.”

         They’d talked about this before. The tattoos and that fancy degree. The mix of the fuck-you attitude and would-rescue-a-kitten charm. He was sweet and self-assured and on fire in bed.

         But none of that information was relevant right now. “Could you focus and help me here?”

         “What’s the problem? It’s simple.” Manda ticked off her points on her fingers. “You love Jasper. You both love sex. Jasper and this Dave dude had a thing, which I would like photos of, by the way. And you want a thing with Dave but don’t want to lose Jasper.”

         It sounded even worse spelled out like that. Annie sank down in her chair and counted all the ways she’d screwed up this situation. “Do you know the definition of the word ‘simple’? This is the perfect opportunity for you.” Manda folded her hands in front of her, looking far too satisfied.

         Annie almost hated to ask. “For…?”

         “A threesome.”

         The word clunked around in Annie’s head. Yeah, no way. She stood up. “Okay, we’re done here.”

         “Sit.” Manda used her best high school teacher voice. “I’m serious.”

         When it came to sex and relationships, Manda was open and giving. She thought the idea of one-person-forever was outdated and people should do what felt good and right for them. Screw society’s traditional roles and rules.

         It all sounded good in theory, but Annie’s history kept tugging at her. For all her frustration with her parents’ choices, Annie wanted to believe in the one. She just feared that finding that person meant the death of her sex drive, which was why she was so afraid of Jasper filling that role. She was not ready to trade passion for love just yet.

         “I don’t want to cheat on Jasper.”

         “It’s not cheating if he’s an active participant.” When Annie didn’t say anything, Manda sighed and kept talking. “You know how this works, right? You all agree. You all enjoy. That’s the understanding, the one you come to through honest communication.”

         Annie couldn’t believe those arrangements worked smoothly in real life. Emotions would get in the way. Guilt and mistrust. Then there was the three-person dynamic. One poor sap always got left out, and she sure as hell didn’t want that to be her.

         Still, she didn’t hate the idea. Being in bed with both of them. Sitting on the couch with both of them, teasing in that fun relationship kind of way. She could almost see it. But…

         “I could mess everything up with Jasper.”

         “You’ve been hesitant to marry him. Something keeps holding you back. Maybe this is it. Maybe both of you need something else. Someone else to join you.”

         Annie hated when Manda pulled out the logic and smacked her with it. Plus, there was another thing she was worried about. “Or maybe Jasper will figure out he messed up when he let Dave go.”

         “Ah, so that’s it. You’re worried you’re not really the one.”

         Annie was starting to hate this conversation. It mentally threw her back into that therapist’s chair from a few years ago, dissecting every choice she ever made.

         She felt a buzzing in her pocket and slipped her phone out. His name was splashed across the screen. She hit Ignore.

         “That was Dave.” There was no need to hide it. She figured she’d gone this far and might as well share everything with Manda.

         “Has he been calling?”

         “Yes, and I’ve been ignoring him, which is a terrible way to treat a client, I know.” That probably explained why she’d been all but burying him in a deluge of listings. She’d sent him information on nearly every condo and house for sale within five miles of his target buying areas.

         “You haven’t scared him off, so you’re fine.” Manda stared Annie down. “But back to my point.”

         “Which was?”

         “If you’re holding back on Jasper—even on Dave—because you’re worried you’re Jasper’s second choice, then you have a bigger issue. There’s no way you guys can survive with that doubt hanging over your relationship.” She shrugged. “Besides, it’s ridiculous because you’re amazing and everyone, including Jasper, knows that. You’re the only one who doesn’t seem to realize it.”

         Annie was about to say something when she heard the knock.

         Aaron poked his head in. He wore a fierce scowl as his gaze traveled from Manda to land on Annie. “Ladies.”

         “Boss.” Manda gave a curt nod.

         Aaron and Manda stared at each other for a few slow seconds. Tension choked the room. Even the clock on the edge of Manda’s desk seemed to stop ticking. Then Aaron slipped back into the hallway and closed the door behind him.

         Even for those two, the run-in was weird, super-charged. Clearly something had happened.

         “What was that about?” Annie asked Manda as soon as they were alone again.

         “Nothing.”

         Worst. Liar. Ever. “Not nothing.”

         “I went to a club last night.” Manda cleared her throat. “The private kind. Guess who was there?”

         That was a thing for Manda. She liked to go and watch. She also had an unspoken thing for the boss.

         Annie hesitated. “What was Aaron doing there?”

         “Having a drink, but…”

         “Oh, my God. Continue.”

         “It’s invitation only and I got one in the mail. Totally anonymous.” Manda shook her head. “That’s not the point.”

         Annie wasn’t so sure. The mysterious invitation? Luring her there? She half wondered if Aaron had finally woken up to the attraction between them.

         “Aaron saw me. He got furious and tried to drag me out. It was a big, dramatic thing. We both got kicked out. Literally escorted to the door.”

         A laugh bubbled up inside Annie. She put a hand over her mouth to trap it inside, but that didn’t work. It took her another few seconds to get her body and mind back under control. “That’s incredible.”

         “He drove me home in silence.” Manda fidgeted in her chair. “Things are super tense between us now.”

         More like claustrophobic. “Gee, I wonder why?”

         “But back to you.” The seat creaked as Manda leaned forward again. “Jasper, you, and Dave. Think about it. If nothing else, bringing it up will show you if you’re really Jasper’s second choice. And you get to test out this attraction to Dave at the same time.”

         “How exactly do I bring up this conversation? Hey, honey, I met your old boyfriend and think it would be fun if you two double-teamed me. He’ll have a stroke.” The words settled in her head and a new image hit her. Back to Jasper…but this time they weren’t alone. “Hell, I might have one.”

         “Or, he’ll agree.”

         Annie closed her eyes for a second before opening them again. “Shit, this is confusing.”

         “If it sounds great to you, be open to it,” Manda said. “Think about what you want and what you want for your relationship.”

         She sounded so rational. Annie felt anything but. “Easy for you to say.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 15

         

         Jasper sat in the restaurant and watched Annie pour her tea. Her mood had been off last night. It had taken hours for the tension to leave her shoulders even with the bubble bath. She seemed better, brighter, today, but he still didn’t know what had her so jumpy yesterday. He wanted to take her to bed, to exhaust her and find out.

         He slid a hand across the table and covered hers. “Are you sure you need to go back to work today?”

         “Even if I didn’t, you do.” She turned her hand over and slipped her fingers through his. “That project isn’t going to build itself.”

         Business was the last thing on his mind right now. “No, there’s a whole team of guys on site to handle that. I need time with you.”

         She smiled at him. “That’s pretty hot.”

         The restaurant was packed, every table full. The noise kicked up until the talk and dinging of glasses and silverware blended into the background as white noise.

         He barely saw or heard any of it. His sole focus was her. The pink cheeks. The hair tucked behind her ear. “You’ve been distracted.”

         She shrugged. “Work is hopping.”

         “In a way, that’s good to hear.” When she frowned at him, he pushed ahead, giving voice to the fear that kicked in his gut and kept him up last night. “I’ve been worried the proposal scared you.”

         “It didn’t.” She squeezed his fingers. “Nothing about you scares me.”

         That sounded like a good thing, but the ring he’d splurged on still sat in his underwear drawer. “Yet I still don’t have an answer.”

         “You’re giving me time, remember?”

         What the hell for? “I am not a patient man.”

         “You actually are.” She slipped her foot up the side of his leg. Tunneled up his pants until she hit skin. “And a sexy one.” She turned his hand over and traced the tip of her finger over his palm. “That woman in yellow is going to give herself neck strain if she keeps leaning back to stare at you.”

         His gaze bounced to the woman two tables down then back to Annie. “She likes my tats.”

         “Who doesn’t?”

         He looked at the word written in block letters on the inside of his wrist—FEARLESS. An ode to his stifling upbringing, complete with daily lectures from his father. A man who believed the world had turned wild and the answer was to follow an impossibly strict doctrine he had created himself.

         Jasper had been fearless when he left. He was fearless in his love for her. “The tats turn you on?”

         She skimmed her fingers up his forearm, outlining the lines and edges of the artwork on his sleeve. “Everything about you turns me on.”

         “We should explore that.”

         She winked and sat back in her chair. She shot him a heated look as she picked up her cup of tea. “Tonight.”

         “Here.” He said, watching those pretty eyes grow wide. “Now.”

         Her hand visibly shook as she lowered the cup to the table. “You are a naughty boy.”

         “And a very serious one.”

         She glanced around. Her gaze swept over the crowded dining room and the people hovered around the long bar. Then it landed on him again. “I’m listening.”

         Damn, he loved that about her. She didn’t back down. Sex fueled her. It did not scare her.

         And he wasn’t just talking a good game. This was going to happen. “Go to the bathroom. It’s a single room.”

         “Are you—”

         “Going to press you up against the wall and strip your clothes off?” He nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

         She gave a second look. “There are a lot of people in here.”

         The lightness had left her voice. There was a rough edge to the tone. A sexual rasp. He could almost see the excitement course through her.

         “Which means we might be exposed.” And he knew she loved that part of the game. The voices just outside the door.

         “If you want that, we should get on this table.”

         He pushed his chair back. Let it screech on the hardwood floor. “If that’s a challenge, I accept.”

         “Jasper.” She moved her tea to the side and leaned in with her elbows on the table.

         He matched her stance on the other side. The move put their faces close together. “Go to the bathroom, Annie. Slip those panties off and wait for me.”

         “This is dangerous.”

         But she wasn’t saying no. He picked up on that immediately. He also saw that telltale flash of fire in her eyes when he said “panties,” which ratcheted up his excitement. “No, stalling is dangerous.”

         “You’re saying…maybe you should spell it out.”

         He put his hands on the table and gave it a small shake. “You have two seconds to get in there before I strip those panties off right here. One…”

         She visibly swallowed. “Fine.”

         “Oh, baby. It’s going to be more than fine.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 16

         

         Annie’s legs barely carried her, but somehow she made it past the crowds of people at the bar. Normally the liveliness of this place, one of her favorite restaurants, made her smile. Now it wound her up, made her heart thump faster.

         She reached the far side of the room and glanced over her shoulder. Jasper sat there, talking to a waitress. It looked like he was ordering.

         As if she’d be able to eat after this.

         She got to the bathroom and pushed the door open. The light flicked on and she scanned the small space. Not for sex. No, there wasn’t a whole lot of space for that.

         She stepped up to the long trough-like sink, reached for the paper towels to wipe it all down, when the door opened behind her. Jasper slipped inside and shut them in. The lock clicked as she stood there, holding the towels and not moving. His presence overwhelmed the small room.

         Seeing him hypnotized her. He was so sure and sexy, so in charge and clear about what he wanted. All that focus leveled at her. His need whipped through the room and smashed into her. She gasped from the force of it.

         “They’re going to give our table away.” The comment sounded ridiculous.

         He didn’t even flinch. “I took care of it.”

         She wasn’t sure she wanted to know how.

         “Annie.” He held out his hand. “Give me your panties.”

         Her heart did a little flip. From anyone else the word would make her teeth grind together, but when he said it, her body melted. She blamed that soft hint of a Southern accent.

         She tried to think of something smart to say but his determined expression jolted her into action. She wiggled her hips as she tugged her thin black skirt up. Hooking her thumbs on the elastic, she pulled her bikini underwear down, grateful she’d gone with the lacy black ones this morning.

         Swishing her hips from side to side, she made a show of peeling them off. Let them drop to her ankles before balancing on one leg, then the other, and stripping them off. She thought about shoving them in her purse but his palm hadn’t moved, so she handed them over. Knew she wouldn’t see them again until laundry day…if then.

         “There.” She shifted, letting her skirt begin to drop back down again.

         “Stop.” In two steps he was on her.

         He wrapped his arms around her waist and her feet left the floor. The room spun and the mirror, the surroundings, blurred around her.

         Her back hit the wall. His mouth covered hers as she curled her legs around his thighs. Dug her ankles into his ass. Groaned into his mouth.

         While their mouths traveled, she tugged at his shirt, trying to unbutton it to touch the bare skin beneath. Heat swept through her, snapping her muscles to life and igniting a fire in every cell.

         “Do it.” She said the order against his lips.

         “Soon.” His hand slid down from the back of her thighs, brushing over her sensitive skin. When it landed on her, when his fingers dipped lower and one slipped inside her, she pressed her back harder against the wall. She braced her body for the impact.

         The bathroom door handle rattled and the sounds of two people talking right outside floated under the door. Through it all, Jasper kept kissing her. His mouth captured hers in a demanding kiss. There was nothing half-assed about this. He took over and it overwhelmed her.

         Her body tingled and she tried to open her legs wider, to give him more access. Lifting her hips, she reached to drag him inside her.

         That’s when she noticed he still had his pants on. Frantic now, her fingers went to his belt. She didn’t even try to be quiet as she ripped it open and cupped her hand over his growing bulge.

         “Yes, baby.” He rested his forehead against hers. “Squeeze harder. I’m not going to break.”

         Her breathing grew louder as the voices outside faded. At any moment, anyone could come in. Anyone could hear them.

         That made the whole thing hotter.

         When her fingers fumbled over the top of his pants, he balanced her back against the wall and reached around to help her. He yanked the zipper down in one tug, leaving the top of his briefs exposed. “I want to feel your hands on me.”

         His harsh whisper echoed through her. She slipped her hand inside the elastic band of the briefs and covered him, letting her fingers travel down and over him, right to his base then up again. She pumped in time with the hammering heartbeat in her ears and steady flick of his finger over her.

         Her thighs tightened around him and she angled her hips, bringing her body tight against his.

         Harder now, he rubbed his bulge into her palm, against her lower half.

         Heavy breaths escaped her. Footsteps thudded outside and stopped at the door. She could hear the soft knock, see that handle move as someone tried to open it.

         “Jasper.” Her whisper barely made a sound.

         He must have understood the message because he knocked her hands aside and used his own. With his fingers on his base, he pushed forward, easing inside her. She was wet from the touching and the excitement but the friction still jolted through her.

         Her shoulders slammed against the wall as he started to thrust. Her ankles locked around him and she brought him in even closer. Heat pulsed off him and the muscles in his neck strained as he pressed forward, then retreated.

         Over and over, faster and faster, he pumped. She could hear the sound of rushing water from the bathroom next door. Smell freshly cut flowers sitting in the vase on the side of the sink. Feel his need as it enveloped her.

         When her fingers clutched his arm, he moved again. A hand slipped down between them. With the sheer precision she’d come to love, he touched her. He licked his fingertip then pressed it against her, circling over her clit, making her body jump and shift.

         He was inside her, around her. The scent of his soap mixed with her bath gel. One hand braced against the wall as he pressed deep inside her. His tight grip had every muscle in his arm tightening.

         He leaned harder against her, pressed his mouth to her ear. “I’m going to come.”

         “Do it.” She craved the sensation. The entire restaurant could rush through the door and she didn’t care.

         That finger slipped over her again and her body tensed. Energy pulsed through her as the tightening inside her let go. In the next second, the orgasm pounded her. Her breath caught and her chest heaved from the force of it.

         He was there with her. His thrusts slowed as his body shuddered. Drained, his lower half stopped moving. He fell heavy against her, bracing his body against hers and the wall, trapping her there in a wonderful cocoon of heat.

         Slowly the sounds of the restaurant floated back to her. There was another thud of the door as someone outside tried to open it. The lock held but her body didn’t. She’d gone boneless, letting her body merge into his.

         She tucked her face into the curve of his neck and inhaled his familiar scent. Loved the race of his pulse against her lips. Ran her hands over his shoulders, enjoying the firm curve of his muscles.

         “Now I’m hungry,” he said.

         For some reason that struck her as hysterical. She laughed and kept going. When she finally threw her head back and balanced it against the wall she saw him staring at her.

         “You’re so unbelievably beautiful.”

         That sobered her up because he sounded so serious. “We’re going to have to go somewhere else to eat.”

         “Oh, hell no.” He frowned as he pulled out of her.

         A gentle ache started inside her a second later. A mix of satisfaction and loss. She wanted to keep touching him, but they were in public.

         Stepping back, some of his weight eased off her. Her legs slid down his sides, nice and slow. She knew she couldn’t depend on them to hold her, so she held on to him for balance.

         Without a word, he reached over and tugged a tissue out of the nearby box and held it up to her. “You might need this.”

         She held out her hand. “And the underwear.”

         “Not going to happen, babe.” He zipped up, then leaned in and treated her to another smoking hot kiss. This one lingered and danced over her mouth. “I keep the panties. And hurry up, because I really am hungry.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 17

         

         The goodwill and excitement from the restaurant this afternoon had clearly worn off. It was nine hours later, and they’d both eaten dinner at their desks. Jasper was through the door ten minutes before Annie, just enough time to brush his teeth and freshen up for her arrival. But as soon as Annie crossed the threshold, her mood seemed to change, as if she were suddenly panicky.

         That confirmed it. There was something she wasn’t telling him. And Jasper hated that.

         “Spill it.”

         At the sound of his voice she jerked. The water bottle in her hands went flying. She bounced it off one hand then the other before catching it. “What?”

         Playing confused. Great.

         “There’s something wrong here.” When she started to talk, he held up a hand. “And don’t bullshit me.”

         She twisted the cap off, then tightened it again. Repeated the process a second time.

         He started a ten-second countdown in his head because there was only so much of her fidgeting he could stand. He was a practical guy. If something was wrong, he’d fix it, but he needed to identify the problem first.

         “Annie?”

         She sat down hard on the barstool at the kitchen counter and somehow she managed to hold her body perfectly still. “I need to ask you something.”

         About time. “Whatever it is, just say it.”

         “I don’t want you to get angry.”

         He stepped up to her, getting right between her legs so she could feel his presence and remember that it took a lot to shake him. Maybe that would give her some sort of reassurance. “Not knowing information is more likely to tick me off.”

         She nodded but still she didn’t talk. More than a minute ticked by before she made those little growly sounds at the back of her throat that suggested she was searching for the right words. Finally, she just shook her head. “Let me see your phone.”

         What the hell? “Are you serious?”

         She held out her hand. “Please.”

         He didn’t have anything to hide. She knew his PIN. She could check the phone anytime. The question was why she felt the need to do it right now.

         He slipped it out of his back pocket and handed it to her. “Here.”

         A few swipes and presses later she turned the phone around to him. He didn’t need to study it. She landed on an old photo, the only one he kept of Dave Hunter, who had preferred to go by his middle name, Matthew. The shot, from years ago, always sent a mix of happiness and loss racing through him. This time, the feeling was no different.

         He hit the Home button and the photo disappeared. “Tell me what this is about.”

         “Do you miss him?”

         “Sometimes.” Jasper searched his mind, trying to figure out why Annie would be focusing on the one other person he ever loved. “Are you not agreeing to marry me because you think I still love him?”

         “Have you ever…”

         The trailing-off thing was kind of new. So was the fact she hadn’t actually answered his question.

         Jasper balanced his palms against the edge of the counter. “I need more information before I can answer your question.”

         “Do you want to be with him?”

         “I’m with you.”

         “I mean with us…together?”

         “You’re asking about a threesome with a man who has refused to talk to me for years?” He could feel his head snap back. She could have recited the alphabet backward and he would have been less surprised.

         “I met this guy and—”

         “Wait, stop.” Jasper’s head exploded. He actually felt the heat build up and shatter. The crashing sound was deafening inside his head.

         She reached out and put a hand on his arm. “Jasper, listen.”

         The conversation jumped all around. He didn’t know if this was her way of avoiding the real question hanging between them or something else. He could barely follow, and the mention of some random guy had Jasper’s temper spiking. “‘This guy’ as in your client?”

         “Yes, I have a new client and he’s…God, I don’t even know how to explain this.”

         “Use any words that fit.” Jasper took a step back. Hell, he’d put an entire room between them if it stopped the churning in his gut. He had a sinking feeling she was about to dump him for some guy he hadn’t even known existed until five seconds ago.

         “We like to try different things. We’ve always been open in our sex life and—”

         “You want to sleep with someone else.” The words sliced through him as he said them.

         The idea of her with someone else made him want to rip the walls down with his bare hands. He couldn’t imagine being with anyone but her. Hell, he loved her and wanted to build a future with her. He didn’t want to do that if she had some random dude she banged behind his back.

         She shook her head. “That’s not it.”

         He barely heard her. When she repeated herself, the words sunk in.

         “Then what is it, Annie? Help me understand what’s happening here.”

         He could hear the pleading in his voice. Panic overwhelmed him. He’d fight for her, but he had to know what the hell he was up against.

         She jumped off the stool and came rushing toward him. When he tried to back away, she wouldn’t be put off. She grabbed his biceps and held on. “You once had this thing for…Matthew.”

         “Yeah. So?” Jasper had no idea why she was bringing up Matthew now.

         In his childhood home, growing up being bisexual or gay just wasn’t an option. Being attracted to anyone other than the virgin he was supposed to marry was forbidden. There were so many rules that they piled up on him, buried him. So, he left.

         When Matthew came along…hell, when the two guys before that came along, Jasper knew the answer about his sexuality was not as black and white as he’d been raised to believe. He’d panicked and pushed Matthew away. By the time he’d accepted who he was, Matthew was long gone.

         Annie knew about these other attractions, serious attractions, because they shared everything. He never guessed this would become a wall between them.

         “Are you doubting my fidelity or debating yours? Because I want you, not anyone else.” He really didn’t know how to be clearer on that point.

         “We’ve tried so many things that I thought this one…”

         He tried to make sense of what she was saying. He’d had a threesome before her with two women. She knew about it. They talked about trying it in their relationship with two men but it had only been talk. Neither of them had made a move to see it happen.

         “Are you asking about this for me or for you?” He wasn’t clear on that point at all. She might be acting the role of the martyr, but he really doubted it. “And what the hell are you even asking? Why bring up Matthew?”

         “I think there’s this side of you—”

         That struck too close.

         “No.” Jasper knew he kept cutting her off, but this was so unexpected. So out of his range. “If you found someone else, you need to own that.”

         “God, no.” She rubbed her hands up and down his arms. “I want you.”

         He couldn’t feel her touch and her words sounded muffled. It was as if his brain had shut down. All he could hear was that she wanted someone else. It was unfair of him to think that. They’d always been open about what they needed and wanted to try. They never shut each other down, but his brain refused to reboot.

         “But you like some new guy.”

         “I do.” She swallowed. “And you know him.”

         He broke out of her grasp. He could barely understand her words and wasn’t sure how to react to it. “I need a few minutes.”

         She frowned at him. “For what?”

         “Maybe I’m being a dick. But this is coming out of nowhere. I can’t figure out if you’re running scared or…damn it, I don’t know.”

         They had a deal and he was the one violating it. They were supposed to talk these things through without judgment, and that’s what she was trying to do.

         Pain showed in every line of her face. “I’m not running away from you.”

         “I love you.” He needed to say that right then.

         “And I love you.”

         But it sounded as if she wanted someone else. Not in a fantasy or role-playing way. Not as a harmless “he’s hot” kind of thing. This felt deeper, bigger.

         He had no idea how to process it. He hadn’t been expecting the suggestion and his brain refused to adapt.

         “Let’s table this.” The words sounded lame, like something one of his rich and annoying clients might say.

         She frowned. “What?”

         “I have to get up tomorrow and—”

         “But…” The color left her face. “You’re evading.”

         “I didn’t expect you to be off during the day, finding someone else.” It shot out before he could stop it.

         “That’s not what this is.” Anger edged her tone.

         They were headed for an apocalyptic fight. It brewed and bubbled around them. Energy pinged and tension had him caught in a stranglehold. He didn’t want any part of it.

         And Matthew…Jasper didn’t want to think about him.

         “I need to step out.” He broke away from her and headed for the door.

         “You’re leaving? But I haven’t even explained everything.” Shock mixed with her obvious frustration.

         But he couldn’t comfort her now. Not while bile raced up his throat. “I’ll be back.” That was the point. He didn’t want to go anywhere. He just wanted her. “I need some air.”

         “Fine.” She crossed her arms in front of her.

         She didn’t get to be furious.

         He knew better than to say that. His control ran the edge. One tiny push and this would turn into a yelling match.

         He reached down and grabbed his keys. “Give me a few minutes.”

         “I’m going to sleep.” Her tone flattened and she didn’t show any signs of telling him not to go.

         Part of him appreciated the space. The other part was furious that she found it so easy to give him that. “I’ll take the couch tonight.”

         “Do whatever you want.”

         She walked away.

         And for the second time in a few days, he had the sinking feeling he’d blown it with her.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 18

         

         The thumping music was giving Annie a headache. She’d wanted to rush home from work and talk with Jasper the next day, but ended up at a Dupont Circle bar instead. It might be emotionally safer but it sure wasn’t quieter.

         She and Jasper usually texted a few times a day. He’d check in and flirt with her. They’d talk about dinner and argue about who would cook.

         But today she got exactly one message. He told her he had to work late.

         Oh, she knew all about avoidance. She’d perfected her skills a long time ago. She’d survived an entire first marriage based on the concept of ignoring real problems and pretending everything was fine. So, he could not beat her at this game.

         Manda ordered two drinks, then turned to Annie. “This seems like a bad sign.”

         “What?” Annie was too busy playing with the small drink napkin and worrying about the implosion of her relationship to really listen.

         “We talked about a threesome. You and Jasper and Dave…any of this sound familiar?” Manda snapped her fingers in front of Annie’s face. “You’re here and not with them, so either you panicked and didn’t talk with Jasper or he didn’t take the suggestion well.”

         If only I’d kept quiet, Annie thought for the hundredth time. Then I’d be cuddled up on the couch with Jasper right now. Instead, they were both in their respective corners, staying out of the home they shared.

         “I babbled. I didn’t tell him about Dave but mentioned a threesome. It was not my finest moment of communication.” She shuddered, remembering his expression and confusion. “Or his.”

         “I admit I don’t get couple stuff, but how did you talk about a threesome without telling him about his ex being back in town?”

         “Honestly, I switched from nonsense and half-sentences to getting angry when he talked about sleeping on the couch. He shut down and wouldn’t communicate.”

         “Damn.” Manda reached for a handful of peanuts and popped one into her mouth.

         Annie shook her head. “I managed to tell him I had a client I was attracted to, then…who knows.”

         “This sounds like quite a conversation.”

         “At first he assumed I was looking to sleep with other people just because. Then…” Annie reached over for the bowl and dragged it closer to her. She didn’t eat any of the nuts because the idea of food made her want to double over, but she pushed them around, listening to them clink against the glass bowl. “It’s hard to tell what happened next since he stormed out of the room.”

         “I’m disappointed in you.”

         “Me?” Annie’s hand froze at the unexpected response. “Why me?”

         “You let that man leave instead of forcing him to talk? He’s not your ex. Jasper is someone you can talk to.”

         “I was giving him time.”

         Jasper had talked about that sort of nonsense. She borrowed the comment even though she thought it sounded silly.

         “You were wallowing, feeling guilty about both bringing up the subject, which you had every right to do, and hanging out with Dave as more than his agent.”

         Annie sighed and her shoulders slouched. “I’m worried that Jasper could see Dave again, who he once thought was the love of his life, and decide he was wrong to let Dave go.”

         “Not buying it. Jasper is a big boy with a full bank account. If he really wanted Dave, he could have found him.” Manda shoved the bowl out of the way of both of them. “Jasper’s happy. He wants you.”

         “What if I’m the consolation prize?” That was the fear. Annie already worried about the sustainability of marriage and being a couple long-term. Add to that her mixed-up feelings and Jasper’s past relationship, and the one thing in her life that had been clear—Jasper—grew foggy.

         “Look, you guys enjoy sex. You like to try new things. You take risks, like having sex in a park where anyone could see you. You guys have gone to clubs to watch other people have sex. You’ve talked about having a threesome. This isn’t about you being unsure about your sexuality or even about what you want.”

         When the bartender put the glasses down, Annie pointed at one. “How many of those have you had?”

         Manda talked right over her. “You love Jasper. You want Dave. You might be able to have both.”

         “And if we try this and Jasper ultimately picks Dave and dumps me?”

         “Wouldn’t you rather know that sooner than later?”

         Annie lowered her head and let it rest against the bar for a second.

         “Hey.” Manda moved in closer and put a hand on Annie’s arm. “Stop thinking that love and sex only comes in one package. Stop thinking that you can freeze your relationship with Jasper where it is right now. That’s static, not healthy.”

         “I don’t want to lose him.” She’d been fighting against a bigger commitment and now that option might be off the table. Annie couldn’t take the idea of that wrenching loss.

         “That’s funny, because your excuse for not getting married has been that you don’t want to lose yourself and become like your parents.” Manda smiled. “I’m thinking you’re a bit confused about what you want.”

         This was the problem with having smart female friends. They didn’t let her get away with anything.

         “Another drink.” Annie reached for it.

         “Good. Let’s start there.” Manda signaled for the bartender. “Then we’ll go for another round and keep drinking until you find clarity.”

         “I’m not sure that’s how drinking works.”

         Manda snorted. “Trust me.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 19

         

         The words blurred on the report in front of Jasper. He’d stayed at the office to avoid going home. That was a first. He usually rushed back to Annie. Now he was sitting in the construction trailer on the job site, long after the sun had gone down. Everyone else had left.

         This might be his life now. If she was ready to move on, he’d be stuck trying to forget her, and he couldn’t imagine that.

         The door creaked and then shut again. “You are not an easy man to find.”

         At the sound of the familiar voice, Jasper looked up. “Matthew?”

         David Matthew Hunter. The one who got away. The one who made him question…then understand…who he was and what he needed. It was as if thinking about him had conjured him up.

         Jasper’s gaze wandered all over the guy. He looked the same, all put together and in charge in his fancy suit. His face was perfect and almost model pretty. The outer package was 100 percent Tall, Dark, and Smoking Hot, but Matthew was so much more than that underneath. He was charming and smart, sexy and fun.

         Attraction had sparked between them from the start. Jasper initially wrote it off as friendship, or even a fling, but his feelings ran much deeper. And then on one snowy evening, he stopped fighting it.

         “I actually go by Dave now.” He shrugged. “At some point I had to stop blaming my father’s notoriety for my lack of drive. I stepped up.”

         Jasper’s brain remained locked in a daze that kept everything around him hazy and unclear. “Okay.”

         “This is impressive,” he said as he walked around the makeshift office, staring at the plans on the walls. He rested a hand on a stack of files before turning around to face Jasper again. “When we were together, you talked about running your own company. It didn’t take you long.”

         “I’m surprised you’re back in DC.” That fact got stuck in Jasper’s head and he couldn’t seem to kick it out. Jasper couldn’t get over seeing Matthew—Dave, he reminded himself—in person again.

         It was easier to focus on that than the confident, seductive way Dave walked. He’d never been cocky but always moved in a manner that commanded attention. He was the guy people naturally gravitated to and wanted as a friend. People accepted and admired him. Almost everyone who met him loved him within a day, Jasper included.

         The coincidence of Annie talking about Dave and him magically appearing the next day threw Jasper for a loop. It was just so improbable. Life didn’t work that way.

         He finally came to a stop in front of Jasper’s desk. “I made partner and moved back to the DC office.”

         “But didn’t bother to call and tell me.” Jasper regretted the comment as soon as it was out there. They hadn’t talked since the night their relationship ended. It hit Jasper that Dave probably wanted to pretend “they” were never a they.

         Dave let out a long exhale as he sat on the corner of Jasper’s desk. “We didn’t exactly end on a great note.”

         “About that…” While he was blowing up the rest of his life, Jasper figured he might as well handle this loose end, too. “Back then…I…”

         Dave shook his head. “It took me a long time, but I get it.”

         Jasper wasn’t sure what that meant. “What do you get?”

         “You’re bisexual and back then you couldn’t handle knowing that. You never saw yourself that way or thought your family would accept it.” One of Dave’s eyebrows lifted. “Or do you still not accept it?”

         “I guess the description fits. Point is, now I understand that who I’m attracted to doesn’t depend on gender.” Accepting that much about himself had taken a long time and lot of support from friends and from Annie. “I finally get that being with a woman doesn’t change that.”

         Dave nodded. “Impressive.”

         “Yeah, well. Coming to terms with my sexuality took a long time…and I lost you in the process.”

         Jasper lived his life differently now. He insisted on being open, which was why the fight with Annie sucked so hard. She’d hid things from him, sure, but he also didn’t make it easy for her to talk to him. He’d promised he always would.

         Some of the light in Dave’s eyes faded. “I’m still sorry.”

         That didn’t make any sense to Jasper. “What for?”

         “I bolted. You kept saying you weren’t gay or bi back then, that I was this strange aberration. Something you needed to hide—”

         Jasper stood up. “That was garbage and shitty for me to do to you. It was all about my own baggage, and nothing to do with you. This really is my apology to make.”

         “No, hear me out.” Dave held up a hand, then dropped it. “What I’m saying is that I knew you were struggling and why, but I gave up on us. Then, later, when you tried to contact me, I was pissed that you didn’t stop me from leaving you. I wouldn’t even pick up the phone.”

         “I hurt you.” Jasper stood just inches away now. The loss still thumped loud and clear. The regret never went away.

         He hated how such an important relationship had ended in an awful, hate-filled mess. Now that Dave was here, Jasper’s emotions took off on a wild roller-coaster ride he couldn’t stop.

         Regardless of the fight, he loved Annie. She was the love of his life…but so was the man he knew as Matthew. Back then at least. Jasper shook his head, trying to reason through it all. But when he glanced up again he looked into Dave’s dark eyes and sensed that other than the name, the man hadn’t changed at all—the humor, the intelligence, the easy comfort of spending days and nights together.

         “This time I’m the one who hurt you and I didn’t mean to.” Dave looked at his hands.

         Jasper’s mind blanked. The words didn’t make any sense. “What are you talking about?”

         “Annie—”

         The buzzing in Jasper’s mind nearly blocked out his ability to think. “How do you know about Annie?”

         “Wait…do you mean…Didn’t she tell you I was in town?” All the life drained from Dave’s face. He jumped up and moved back, putting the desk between them. “Oh, shit.”

         For the second time in twenty-four hours Jasper had been thrown into a conversation that confused the hell out of him. He thought about what Annie had said and Dave’s move and…damn.

         All the pieces fit together. The parts of his life that he viewed as separate suddenly connected. He could hear them click.

         “You’re the client?” The chances were so slim but somehow he knew it was true. “You’re the one who has her talking about threesomes?”

         “What?” Dave held up both hands then. “Wait a second. I never said that.”

         “What the hell did you say to her?”

         “I definitely didn’t suggest sex. Jasper, you have to believe me.” Dave kept shaking his head. “I wanted to meet her because some of our old friends told me about you guys, about her. They liked her, which had me intrigued. She had a good reputation as an agent, so I hired her—”

         “To get close to her.” What the hell had he walked into?

         “Not sexually. She didn’t even know what I’d been to you until a few days ago. When I finally admitted it, she stopped taking my calls.”

         Dave talked like meeting Annie was this separate thing that happened over there. As if their new connection had no impact on today and didn’t threaten to destroy the thing that mattered most to Jasper.

         Jasper couldn’t process what any of this meant. “This whole situation is so messed up.”

         “Annie knows who I am—or was—to you. That’s what I was apologizing for. I told her that I came back to town, hoping you might be available and…shit.” Dave’s voice sputtered out.

         Jasper stood there, staring at the man who once meant everything to him and thinking about the woman he wanted for his future. He spent his adulthood thinking he was bi but maybe he was something else. Poly, possibly. It was all happening too fast for him to assess.

         Annie and Dave were different in so many ways. Dave came from this completely functional and supportive family. Dave’s issues with his dad came from the insecurities inside him, but his dad always encouraged him. Then there was Annie, with her fractured upbringing and messed-up understanding of commitment.

         But in many ways, it made sense to Jasper that he loved them both. They were both smart and dedicated. When they saw something, they went after it. Annie was a survivor and Dave thrived in everything he did. They both made him laugh. Both drove him wild in the bedroom.

         And right now, Jasper wanted to strangle both of them for dealing in half-truths and turning his life upside down.

         Maybe she had wanted to satisfy his fantasies. It wouldn’t be the first time. But they’d never figure out what she really wanted without her in the room, no matter how scary it was for Jasper to put Dave and Annie together right now.

         “You’re coming home with me,” Jasper said, sounding more sure than he felt.

         Dave winced. “Not a great idea. I definitely spooked her.”

         “You shook her up.” Jasper was just starting to get why. It sounded like he wasn’t the only one who could imagine a life with two people. “She talked about the three of us having sex together. Does that sound spooked to you?”

         “Have you two ever…?”

         “Never.”

         Dave blew out a long breath. “Now I’m spooked.”

         Chalk it up to the uncertainty or the fight with Annie, but Jasper felt a kick of something around Dave. The good times ran through his head. The attraction. The longing.

         “Did you really come back to town for me?” It wasn’t the question he meant to ask, but he needed to know.

         Dave smiled. “Don’t get cocky. I came for a pretty lucrative job opportunity.” He paused. “Which I took because I hoped for a second shot with you.”

         Suddenly, Jasper felt like he could handle this mess of emotions.

         “Buckle in,” he said. “I think this is about to get even messier.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 20

         

         Hours later, Annie returned. Manda had put her in a cab and sent her home from the bar. With her mind still fuzzy and her anger at Jasper all whipped up and ready for a target, she walked in their front door.

         She threw the keys on the table and got as far as the kitchen before she froze. The blinking came next as she tried to reason through her pickled brain. Dave and Jasper sat there, drinking coffee after ten at night and laughing about something.

         This was her nightmare. Jasper loved them both but decided Dave was the one, not her.

         “How much did I have to drink?” She remembered three, which was two more than she usually ever had. She wasn’t tiny or petite. No, she towered over a lot of men. But her alcohol tolerance hovered around zero.

         Jasper took a step in her direction. “You okay, babe?”

         “I’m seeing double, but not in the usual way.” She held up her hand, expecting her vision to blur and fingers to fade into a big blob, but everything looked fine.

         She closed her eyes and opened them again. Nope, two hotties. Right there. One all rough on the outside but with a soft center. One charming in his sleek lawyer suit.

         Jasper gestured to the man on the other side of the kitchen island. “Apparently you know Dave.”

         Not a question, which meant Dave had talked. Her gaze shot to him. “What did you do?”

         “Went to see Jasper to apologize for climbing into the middle of your relationship.”

         She turned to Jasper. “I can explain.”

         Jasper’s eyebrow lifted. “Go ahead.”

         “I was actually kind of hoping someone else would jump in here.” She needed all her energy to focus. But part of her wanted to hide, wanted to go upstairs, shower, and forget the last few weeks.

         “Let me give it a try. You thought your new client, who unknown to you happened to be my ex, was hot.” Jasper glanced at Dave. “I get it. That buttoned-up thing is smoking.”

         Dave made a humming sound. “Good to know.”

         “We’re dating and living together, not dead.” Jasper looked at her while he talked, as if challenging her to disagree.

         She didn’t say anything. Just stood there, swaying.

         “But you guys are monogamous.” Dave said it like a statement, not a question.

         Jasper nodded. “That’s been the rule, yes.”

         One piece finally fell into her head. Landed there and demanded an answer. She looked at Dave. “After we fought you went running to Jasper to tell on me?”

         “I’m going to ignore the way you phrased that. I found Jasper.” Dave held up a hand to stop her when she tried to interrupt. “Wait. You may remember you wouldn’t answer my calls and kept sending me house listings instead.”

         “I’m your real estate agent. It’s what I do.” Sure, sixty-one listings in one day was a bit much, but she was trying to point out that their relationship needed to remain professional.

         Dave kept right on talking. “We left our work relationship in a weird place at the hotel.”

         “Wait.” Jasper moved then. The smirk disappeared and a new intensity overtook him. “Hotel?”

         Dave shook his head. “Nothing happened.”

         “A kiss.” A good kiss, but not the hot kind she generally shared with Jasper. And for some reason that made her think about all three of them and kissing…and other stuff. “Don’t lie to Jasper about it.”

         “Yes. Seeing as I’m the one person who has had sex with everyone in the room, I don’t think keeping a secret from me is a good idea.”

         Now that sounded like the Jasper she knew. The one last night, the Jasper who was all confused and fumbling, threw her off. She didn’t blame him, but she hadn’t expected it. This version of Jasper—the one who snapped into control and didn’t mince words—she totally understood.

         “He’s cute. Really cute.” She looked from Dave to Jasper, moved her head fast enough to make her dizzy. “A different kind of cute from you with your sexy tats and drafting board.”

         Dave’s eyes narrowed. “Is she drunk?”

         Was he really just figuring that out now? She thought it was obvious.

         Jasper’s lips kicked up into a grin as he watched her. “Yes, but she also rambles when she’s nervous. We’re getting hit with both right now.”

         Swaying or not, now they were just annoying her. “I’m standing right here.”

         Jasper put his hands on her arms, all gentle and sweet. “You know I love you, right?”

         The words filled her with a warm burning light. Jasper was supposed to be her rebound guy but she fell so hard for him. He was the guy she didn’t know she wanted and absolutely didn’t deserve. And that’s why she wanted him to have what he needed. So, she had to ask. “Do you still love Dave? Find him attractive? I mean, you must.”

         “It’s been a long time and we have a hell of a lot of baggage, but yeah. I love him. Maybe in a nostalgic way. I’m not sure yet.” The tension from last night had disappeared. Jasper wore an easy grin now. “As for the attraction? That’s still alive and kicking. It’s a damn-he’s-still-fine type of thing. But that doesn’t mean I’ll cheat.”

         “I know being bisexual doesn’t mean you’ll cheat. But still loving Dave might mean he’s the one.” She needed Jasper to see the distinction. She worried that he’d continued to love Dave even after they broke up and never worked through his feelings. That was the kind of thing that could linger and destroy them.

         Then there was the issue of her attraction to both of them. She wanted to deny it, but it pounded her through the haze of alcohol.

         “Now that you’re more comfortable with who you are, do you want to go back in time and choose him?” She got the question out, despite the sudden urge to throw up. She had to breathe deep through her nose to beat it back. “Not that I want to take a break so you can figure that out, but you should know the possibility that’s how you feel is scaring the hell out of me.”

         “I can honestly say I did not see any of this coming when I moved back to town.” Dave sat down hard on the armrest to the couch.

         Jasper watched her. “Do you want to try a threesome because you think it’s what I want or because it’s what you want?”

         She didn’t hear any judgment in his voice. The question flowed out of him as if he’d been thinking about it all day. She suspected he had. “Maybe both.”

         Dave stood up again, clearly engaged now. “Just so I know. Is this about trying it with any random guy or about trying it with me specifically?”

         The haze started to clear. She wanted to stop talking. Just listen and assess but she owed Dave the truth. “It’s you. The connection hit me immediately. I think it might be because you love Jasper, too.”

         “He did, a long time ago,” Jasper said.

         Dave looked at Jasper, dazed. “I still do.”

         “Of course he does. Look at him,” she said to Jasper, and waited for jealousy to slam into her and knock her sideways. It never came. The sensation moving through her had a decidedly hotter intensity.

         For a second no one said anything. Time passed and they remained still. They stood within a few feet of each other, staring. None of them broke through the awkward tension to bridge the gap.

         Dave finally broke the silence. “So, now what?”

         “Dinner.” The word popped out of her mouth before she could even think through what it meant for them to have some sort of weird joint date. “Tomorrow, Jasper will make us dinner.”

         Dave laughed as he looked at Jasper. “You cook now?”

         “Of course he does. He’s perfect.” She meant that.

         Jasper shook his head. “I’m not, and frankly, the idea of doing the wrong thing here scares the shit out of me.”

         That’s why she loved him. He didn’t play games or pretend he knew everything. He also didn’t hide his feelings, the same ones that had been playing in her head on an endless loop.

         “That’s why we go with dinner. I’ll be sober.” She pointed at Jasper. “You’ll be sexy.”

         “And what will I be doing?” Dave asked.

         Jasper took that one. “The same as the rest of us—trying to figure out where we are and where we go from here, if anywhere.”

         “Okay.” Dave shifted until he stood in front of Jasper and Annie. “But just so we’re clear, I didn’t come to town looking for a quick lay.”

         “And we didn’t go looking for a third,” Jasper said. “So, we’ll see. No pressure. Just dinner.”

         She raised her hand. “And I’ll try not to throw up at dinner.”

         “Are you going to drink again?” Dave asked.

         “I wasn’t talking about alcohol. I was talking about the stress.” The world was spinning around. Blame the alcohol or the confusion, but her mind was in a whirl.

         “It will all be fine,” Jasper said.

         Annie had one coherent thought: he better be right.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 21

         

         After Dave left, Jasper sat on the edge of their bed, waiting for Annie to come out of the bathroom. He hoped she wasn’t wearing much more than a towel, post-shower.

         The door opened and steam rolled out. A wall of heat slammed into Jasper but he didn’t move from the edge of the bed. He was too busy staring at Annie in that thin little nightgown that showed off her nipples and barely cleared her upper thighs.

         But he wasn’t an animal, so he concentrated on what she needed. “Feeling better?”

         “The scotch wore off, if that’s what you mean.” She walked over and stopped in front of him.

         “The idea of you sitting at that bar drinking scotch is pretty sexy.” He ran his hand up the outside of her bare thigh.

         Silence descended. It was charged and full of energy and he wasn’t sure why. But he did know he needed to make one thing clear. “This can’t only be about you trying to please me. And honestly, it can’t be about you wanting a bigger thrill, either. This needs to be about us mutually deciding to try this because we both care about Dave.”

         She reached down and slipped her fingers under Jasper’s chin, lifting his head until he looked up at her. “When did you get so smart?”

         He tapped the side of his head. “Architect, remember?”

         “So: good with your hands.”

         That energy definitely had a different feel now. Jasper knew exactly what to do with the emotions pinging around inside him. “Yet using my mouth is really my specialty.”

         She straddled his lap. “Show me.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 22

         

         Over the next three nights, the three of them ate dinner together. Balancing their schedules proved easier than Annie anticipated. Despite them all working long hours and juggling multiple rush projects, they all made sure to be together at night. If you wanted something bad enough, if it was important enough, you found a way to make it work—or at least you tried.

         They talked and laughed, and Dave shared Jasper stories. She loved those and the easy comfort that wound around them. In fact, she enjoyed every second of their evenings together, except for the awkward fifteen minutes right before Dave left for the night to return to his fancy hotel room.

         That time brought a strange dance and series of half hugs. The whole not-talking-about-the-obvious-issue gave her a headache. She vowed to put an end to the misery tonight.

         Attraction snapped between them but questions still lingered. She wanted answers…and a night that didn’t include staring at the ceiling wondering what it would be like to take the next step.

         On the fourth night, she waited until Dave and Jasper loaded the dishwasher. When they started the nightly ritual of stalling as they walked Dave to the door, she sat down on the couch and glanced up at them. No more dodging.

         “I’m just going to say it.” She debated softening the delivery but decided they’d passed that point. They were talking about having sex, starting a relationship together—all three of them—so being delicate struck her as silly. “When there are three people, one is frequently left out. I don’t want that to be me.”

         Jasper snorted as he sat down next to her and slipped his arm along the back of the couch. “Me, either.”

         “Oh, please. You’re both fine. We all know it’s going to be me.” Dave stood in front of them, still in his dress pants and shirt since he came straight from the office. He’d abandoned the jacket but looked as if he could go right back to work if needed. “I’m the extra. The fling.”

         The laughter bubbled out of Annie before she could stop it. “Fling?”

         “I’m serious.” Dave balanced on the arm of the chair across from them. “All reports are that you two are doing great together and have sex all the time and—”

         “I let him sleep now and then.” Annie tried to interject some humor. They needed to have this conversation without the constant whip of tension.

         Dave sighed at her but looked more amused at her interruption than upset. “My point is you guys enjoy sex, right?”

         She didn’t see any reason to lie. “Definitely.”

         “Right.” Dave hesitated for a second before continuing, as if weighing his words. “I don’t want to be the ‘thing’ you try, like some sort of human sex toy.”

         Silence shot through the room. It only lasted a second but it was tough to miss.

         Jasper whistled. “Wow.”

         After a few beats of quiet, Dave shook his head. “You’re both assholes. You know what I’m talking about.”

         Annie knew a very real concern lurked under their conversation—panic. She recognized the sensation and had tried to ignore the waves of it that crashed over her during the last few weeks, so she took pity on Dave.

         Enough talk. Not touching, and just pretending they weren’t debating climbing into bed and into their lives together, made her twitchy. Since the men weren’t moving this forward, she did.

         “Let’s try this.” She got up and went over to Dave. Stood close enough to see his chest lift with each breath. She motioned to him to move. “Stand up.”

         He frowned at her. “Why?”

         She almost rolled her eyes. These men made having sex way more complicated than it needed to be. “Don’t be scared.”

         Dave held up a finger as he rose. “For the record, I’m wary.”

         “Typical lawyer. Always arguing.” She was done with that, too. “Kiss me.”

         As she drew closer, his eyes widened. He tried to step away but rammed the back of his legs into the chair and swore under his breath.

         “Are you sure?” The shock vibrated in Dave’s voice as he looked from her to Jasper. “Are you?”

         But Jasper was Jasper, and he never lost his cool. He didn’t even fidget on the couch. “Do you want to?”

         “Hell, yes.”

         Jasper laughed at Dave’s quick response. “Then listen to the woman.”

         “Fine.” Dave skipped the silence and hesitation this time. His hands went to her waist and his head dipped.

         She expected a quick kiss, sweet and simple. A peck. But that didn’t happen. His mouth covered hers and the air rushed out of her lungs. The kiss blinded her, whipped her around and left her panting.

         When he lifted his head again her lips still tingled. She touched her fingertip to them and tasted him there.

         “Well?” Jasper asked.

         The corner of Dave’s mouth lifted as his hands dropped from her waist. “It didn’t suck.”

         “Now who’s the asshole?” Annie fought not to laugh at the amusement in their voices as she looked at Jasper. “Come here.”

         Dave tried to move around the chair and out of the way. She grabbed him to keep him in place. “What’s happening?” he asked.

         He could not be this clueless. Annie started to wonder if she was going to have to do everything to get this relationship started.

         “A test. We can’t pretend you two don’t have feelings for each other.” She didn’t want to. Worries and insecurities still pummeled her, but the idea of seeing them together had become her nightly fantasy.

         Jasper stepped around the coffee table and stood at Dave’s side. With an easy familiarity that came with knowing each other for years, Jasper reached out and put his hand on the back of Dave’s neck. They moved in unison and their mouths met.

         Lips crossed over lips. Strong muscles slid over each other as they pulled their bodies close together. When Dave licked his tongue over Jasper’s lower lip, Annie could not look away. She didn’t want to. If anything, she wanted more.

         “Well that still works,” Dave said as he pulled back.

         Jasper lifted his head and stared at Dave. Then he looked at her. “You okay?”

         The jealousy she expected never came. A very different sensation moved through. Something warm and searching.

         She put a hand on each of their chests. Let her fingers trail over firm muscles to lean stomachs. They were fit and hard. Jasper was a bit bulkier, but both had her wanting to explore.

         Jasper exhaled as his hand covered hers. “We need to stop here.”

         “You two are killing me. Please be kidding.”

         His hand cupped her cheek for just a second before he backed away. Not far, but enough to put a bit of air between their bodies. “Once we take this step, once we have sex, we can’t go back. Whatever anger and resentment and confusion we have is going to be magnified.”

         “He’s saying we need to talk this out more.” Dave sounded as grumbly as she felt.

         She groaned. “I hate when he’s sensible.”

         Dave nodded. “Very annoying.”

         “You two clearly get along fine,” Jasper said as he moved back to the couch, but stayed standing.

         “Because we both love you.” She said it because she knew it was true.

         She knew that Dave didn’t come to town planning to wreck their relationship. He loved Jasper and was attracted to her, and if his frown was any indication, he was as confused and revved up and wary as they were to jump in further.

         “I don’t want to mess up what we have.” The intensity in Jasper’s eyes spoke to how genuine his words were. Then he looked at Dave. “And I don’t want to lose you again. But I don’t know if we can have everything.”

         “How will we know without trying?” That was the question that pulled at her, nagged her, and didn’t let her sleep.

         Dave pivoted around the chair and scooped his suit jacket off the table where he threw it when he came in. “We’re smart people. We’ll know.”

         He sounded so sure. Annie couldn’t help but love that. “He’s adorable.”

         Jasper came up behind her and wrapped an arm around her waist. “And he’s really sexy in that tie.”

         “Okay, that’s enough.” Dave slipped his jacket back on. “I’m leaving before I strip you both naked.”

         Anxiety rushed over her. She felt the icy fingers of panic in her stomach at the thought of him going home alone. Again. “You don’t have to go.”

         But Dave’s smile reassured her. He walked over to them with a confidence that soothed her unease.

         “I do because if I don’t, I’ll be all over you.” Dave leaned in and kissed Jasper. This one was quick and sure. “And you.” Dave kissed her then, sweet and lingering. The type of kiss that had her wanting to beg him to stay.

         “You’re irresistible.” She meant it.

         He grabbed the keys out of his pocket. “Good. My plan is working.”

         “What plan?” Jasper asked.

         “The one where you two figure out you can’t live without me.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 23

         

         The next morning at work, Annie was still a ball of confusion. One second, she wanted to call Dave and Jasper, and order them home and make them peel the clothes off each other. The second after, she wanted to call it all off and retreat into the safe relationship she and Jasper had before Dave arrived in town.

         She hated all her doubts. But with both men in her life, the muddled feelings might always be there.

         She needed to make some calls and check the new listings, but instead she sat in the break room, cradling her coffee mug and letting its warmth seep into her skin.

         “You came in late today.”

         Annie hadn’t even heard Manda slip into the room. “I do that sometimes.”

         Manda snorted. “No, you don’t.”

         “Okay, let’s cut through this.” Annie needed to say the facts of her personal life out loud to make sure they all made sense in her head. Annie focused on getting the preliminaries out of the way. “I love Jasper. Dave still loves Jasper. They both know I’m attracted to Dave. We’re actually all attracted to each other. And…yeah, that’s it.”

         Manda’s snort was even louder that time. “That is not it. I want details.”

         Sharing with Manda had never been an issue, and it wasn’t now, but the idea of spilling every private moment had Annie feeling squirmy. “It’s new and strange and…”

         “You all had sex.”

         “Not yet.” But not for a lack of trying. She never expected the men to be the hold-up. She was ready and convinced they needed to make sure they were compatible in the bedroom. But Jasper pulled back and Dave ran off to the hotel. Short of yelling at them, she was running out of ways to get them to take the next step.

         Manda nodded. “Good.”

         “Wait, I thought you were the threesome cheerleader.”

         “That’s not a thing.”

         Annie tightened her grip on the mug. “Could have fooled me.”

         “As someone who has walked down this path and didn’t love it because I wasn’t able to get over the jealousy, let me offer some advice.”

         “But you’ve been saying I should—”

         “Listen.” Manda reached her arm across the table and put her hand on Annie’s. “Know the rules.”

         “What?”

         “All relationships have rules. Some people marry for money and the dependent spouse’s role is to always be pretty and ready for sex. The provider’s role—often the man—is to make the money and guarantee the prestige. That happens a lot in this town, and I’m all for it if both parties agree to the terms going in.” Manda squeezed Annie’s hand. “You need to be clear, too.”

         “We were going to try and see what happened.”

         Manda was already shaking her head. “Wrong answer. You have to want this going in. Like, really want it. You also need to know that despite your best intentions and care, it could go sideways. The key is communication. Deal with the fear. Don’t pretend it doesn’t exist.”

         Annie could almost see the ache in her friend’s eyes. “Why do I feel like I have to offer my condolences for your expertise in this?”

         Her smile was even sadder than her low tone. “Don’t. I love you and want you to learn from my mistakes. If you figure out how to conquer what you fear, this could be the best thing that ever happened to you.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 24

         

         Five nights of dinner and talking and now they’d added some kissing. Jasper wasn’t sure what to think about the slow pace. He knew both Dave and Annie had concerns. They each silently saw the other as a competitor of sorts. If they couldn’t work through that, sex or anything else wasn’t going happen. And Jasper wanted everything to happen.

         He had started off as a reluctant party to this idea. He’d been bound up in his anger over not being told the truth the moment Dave returned to town. Not anymore. Spending time with Dave taught Jasper what he already knew—he’d never stopped loving the guy.

         That didn’t lessen his feelings for Annie. Jasper still viewed her as his great love. He was just pretty sure he had two of those. And right now they sat on the couch, inches apart, debating their Top Ten action movie lists.

         Jasper had other plans for the evening.

         “I’m going to bed.” He figured that should get this party started.

         Annie glanced at the clock. “It’s only nine.”

         “Right.” Dave stood up. “I can head out.”

         These two were determined to make this moment difficult. Lucky for all of them, Jasper was not easily dissuaded.

         “Maybe I’m not being clear.” Jasper started unbuttoning his shirt and felt two sets of eyes zoom in on his hands. “I’m not going to sleep and I’m hoping not to be alone.”

         Dave visibly swallowed. “You’re saying—”

         “My patience has expired.”

         He shrugged out of his shirt, letting it drop to the floor. Annie stared at him as she slipped her legs out from under her and sat up straight on the cushion.

         At least he had their attention now. Not wanting to waste it, he reached for his belt. The clanking of metal against metal filled the room as he opened it and undid the top button of his black jeans.

         They still didn’t move, so he pushed. “Well?”

         “You get that this is a turning point, right?” Dave asked.

         “I get that we’re being careful, but the truth is, we all want this.” Jasper brushed a hand down his bare chest as he spoke. He saw Annie smile.

         He didn’t wait around. Instead, he went into the bedroom. He listened for footsteps and sighed in relief when he heard the steady thumps behind him.

         Flicking on the light, he eyed the mattress. Since he wanted Annie sprawled out on it, he settled for sitting on the edge of the bed. The top of his pants lay open and his dick was already hard, but he remained calm and didn’t let the tightening inside him show.

         When Annie walked through the doorway with Dave right behind her, Jasper gripped the edge of the mattress. He was okay with luring them in here, but they needed to want to stay.

         Annie made the first move. She turned around and pressed a light kiss on Dave’s shocked mouth. As he reached for her, she spun around and headed for Jasper. Stalked, really. Made it absolutely clear she was on a mission.

         It was about time.

         Jasper leaned back a little and forced his grip to ease. The muscles in his arms unclenched, but the rest of him stayed keyed up and ready to go.

         “You aren’t being very subtle,” she said as she stopped right in front of him with their legs touching.

         “Good.” It was the only word he could get out because Dave had started unbuttoning his shirt.

         “Then let me join you.” Slowly, she dropped to her knees in front of him. Slipped right between his opened thighs and put her hands on the mattress on either side of his hips.

         She leaned in and kissed him. She let her mouth linger over his as her hand moved over him, cupping him through his jeans.

         Her mouth was hot and her fingers searching. Jasper felt his temperature spike. His cock pressed against his briefs, begging to be set free.

         He was about to order her to take his pants off when Dave stepped up behind her. His fingers slipped through her hair, then to her neck. The sensual touch vibrated through Jasper. It was as if he could feel Dave’s hands roam over her.

         She tipped her head back, silently asking for a kiss. Dave took the hint. He leaned down and fit his mouth over hers, licking her lips and meeting her tongue with his. The kiss continued, hot and pulsing with need, as Dave slid his hand around to her chest and down into the open neckline of her blouse.

         Jasper could see Dave massage her breasts. The back of his hand moved against the material as a soft moan rumbled out of her.

         Watching them, seeing her abandon control, made Jasper need more. He reached out and his hand covered Dave’s through the material. He guided Dave’s touch, sliding his hand lower.

         “Get on the bed.” Jasper could barely get the order out. His voice trembled, matching the small shake moving through him.

         Without another word, Annie stood up and stripped off her unbuttoned shirt. She let the silky material brush over her skin in slow motion, tormenting them, before dropping it to the floor. Next came the skirt. She reached around and unfastened the button and wiggled until it fell in a whoosh to the floor.

         That left her in a sexy light-blue matching underwear set that Jasper wanted to rip off her. From Dave’s gaze, Jasper guessed he was a fan, too. Good that they could share that, because tonight they would share her.

         Over the next few hours, they’d make her hot and excited until her body gleamed with sweat and her back arched off the mattress.

         She crawled across the bed on her hands and knees, showing off that impressive ass as she moved. Then she turned and dropped onto the pillows, her arms at her sides.

         It was all the invitation Jasper needed. He turned and moved up the mattress, sprawling out beside her. He glanced over at Dave and the erection tenting his pants. His chest was bare, with its light sprinkle of hair, and Jasper wasn’t sure when Dave had stripped down that far, but he wasn’t complaining.

         He put a hand on her stomach but kept his gaze on Dave. “Get on the bed.”

         Dave unbuckled his belt as he walked around to the opposite side of the bed. He took off his pants, stopping only when Annie brushed her palm over his outer thigh in what looked like encouragement.

         Perfect. “We’re both going to have you. We’ll take turns.” Jasper wanted that to be perfectly clear. There would be no spectators in this sport.

         She nodded. “Touch each other.”

         Jasper looked Dave up and down. “Definitely.”

         Without any other direction, Dave took off his boxer briefs, exposing his cock. As he stroked it, it was exactly as Jasper remembered. Long and thick. Perfect for sucking.

         “We need you naked.” Those were the first words Dave uttered. He moved between Annie’s upraised thighs and tugged her underwear down inch by slow agonizing inch until she was bare. “Beautiful.”

         It was like unwrapping the biggest present, the one that you had saved for last. Jasper loved sharing her, seeing both their hands moving over her, caressing her skin and pinching her nipples. Jasper was ready to slip inside her. But they needed more time. They could rush later, share her, sleep with her however they wanted, but this first time had to be slow. They would savor her one after the other.

         Dave slid down onto his stomach and ran a hand between her legs, making her shiver. Jasper could see the bumps on her skin as she threw the back of her hand across her mouth.

         “Lick her.” He gave the order as he balanced his head on his hand and glanced down her body, watching. Unable to resist, he leaned in and kissed her breasts, sucking on the pert nipples as Dave lowered his head between her legs. Jasper saw his tongue dart and his finger slip inside her.

         “So wet.” Dave sounded almost reverent.

         “God, yes,” she said, her heels digging into the mattress.

         “Not yet, baby.” Jasper reached down and lifted Dave’s head, shifting so that he could bend down to cover Dave’s mouth with his. Their tongues tangled and Jasper could taste Annie on Dave’s lips.

         She slipped her fingers through his hair. Jasper felt the tiny bite of her nails and knew she was close. He looked down at Dave. “Take her now.”

         Her eyes remained closed but she nodded. “Please.”

         Dave didn’t wait for more. He sat up on his knees. “Condom?”

         “I put some in the drawer until we were sure.” Jasper shifted and kneeled beside her head, caressing her cheek until she opened her eyes and turned her head. “That’s right. Take us both.”

         Jasper felt the mattress dip and heard the thud of the nightstand drawer. Then Dave was back, rolling the condom over his considerable length. Jasper longed to touch him…but next time.

         Dave pressed his hands against her inner thighs, opening her, but then he stopped. He glanced up.

         Jasper nodded. “Do it.”

         Dave brushed the tip of his cock across her seam. Moved back and forth, barely entering her. Jasper could see her wetness and feel her squirm as she tried to get closer. She balled the comforter in her fist and lifted it off the bed.

         When Dave finally slipped inside her, inching forward before pressing deep, she sighed. Jasper was right there to catch the sound. It wrapped around him as he slipped his cock into her mouth. She sucked and caressed him with her tongue as Dave plunged inside her.

         It took a few seconds for them to find a steady beat that worked for all three of them. Then they enjoyed her, each of them inside her. And together, at the same time, they filled her and she took it all.

         Her hands moved and fingers curled around Jasper’s wrist. Her other hand dropped to Dave’s hip. They were bound together and touching as Dave pressed in and out faster, going deep, then retreating. The pattern continued as Jasper’s body tightened. Every muscle clenched as his orgasm raced toward him.

         Seeing Dave enter her while her lips wrapped around him proved too much for Jasper. His hips shifted forward and he felt his body letting go. He tried to keep his eyes open, to stay focused on her, but his body had other ideas.

         As the orgasm tore through him, he felt her move underneath him. Her mouth closed over him one last time as she lifted her legs. She moved on the bed, almost without control, as Dave used his fingers to push her to the edge.

         Jasper heard her groan and saw Dave’s shoulders fall forward. He was lost in the sensations pulsing through him, but he knew Dave had found his release. He could feel the trembling of her body as her head fell back into the pillows and his cock slipped out of her mouth.

         A few seconds later, Jasper collapsed on the bed beside her. The sound of her heavy breathing soothed him, as did the feel of Dave’s arm as he joined them and draped it over her waist.

         Jasper wanted to sit up, to check on Dave and Annie. He owed them that, but he couldn’t move. The words stuck in his throat as his muscles turned to liquid. Relaxed, he worried about dropping off to sleep too soon.

         He managed to kiss her cheek and slip his hand over Dave’s where it lay on her bare stomach. “You’re staying here tonight.”

         “Yes. That’s an order.” Her voice sounded groggy and her eyes stayed closed.

         Dave didn’t argue. He settled in deeper against them. “Just try to make me leave.”

         “Never.”

         And Jasper meant it.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 25

         

         Four days and four unbelievable nights later, Annie walked into the condo. A lightness filled her steps. The thoughts of what could go wrong still flooded her every other minute, but she’d found a peace of sorts in being with both of them.

         They were so different. Jasper, easygoing and hard to rattle. Dave, a bit compulsive with a need for order. They complemented each other, even as they joked and gave each other shit about almost everything.

         Dave had skipped the hotel and slept with them ever since the night. Their first time. Since then, they’d had her together and taken her one at a time. But other than touching each other and some kissing, Dave and Jasper hadn’t actually had sex with each other. She wasn’t sure what that meant, but she intended to ask.

         The comforting mumble of voices and deep male laughter greeted her as she dropped her bag and kicked off her high heels. She was pretty sure she smelled bacon, nature’s perfect food.

         She tiptoed across the family room, thinking to surprise them. Hoping they would give her a special kind of welcome home.

         She turned the corner and stopped. They stood in the kitchen. Jasper was stirring something in a pan on the stove and Dave was standing behind him. They were touching everywhere. Dave rested his front against Jasper’s back and had his arms wrapped around Jasper’s waist.

         Dave leaned in, kissing the space behind Jasper’s ear. “I missed you.”

         It was a whisper but she heard the words. They shot right through her, waking every doubt and shining a glaring spotlight on them.

         Jasper must have heard or felt her, because he looked up. He didn’t disconnect from Dave or push him away, but he did smile at her in his usual warm welcome-home way.

         For Jasper, this was normal. He’d already come to accept what the three of them had and had sorted through any problems he had with it. That realization hit her and nearly knocked her over.

         “Hey, baby.” His smile slowly fell. “Are you okay?”

         “Yes.” She forced the word out over whatever was clogging her throat.

         Dave stepped back then. His eyes narrowed as his arms fell to his sides. “Annie?”

         “Seeing you two together.” God, she didn’t even know how to explain, especially since she had wanted this relationship. She loved when they touched. But that was in the bedroom. For some reason, seeing their hands on each other while doing something as mundane as cooking had her insides tumbling…and not in a sexy way. “You fit.”

         Jasper nodded. “We all fit.”

         The words rolled out of him and she knew he meant them. Jasper rarely said anything he didn’t mean.

         “Is it really that easy for you?” The question spilled out of her before she could call it back. She didn’t even know she thought it until it was out there and then it was all she could think about. “You proposed to me and now you slip into this relationship with both of us, and…”

         She heard her sharp tone and knew she was being bitchy and unfair. She started over. “I’m weirded out that you can accept all of this without question.”

         Jasper took a step toward her. “You think I’m not treading carefully through this, trying not to ruin what we have and destroy Dave in the process?”

         She tried to be reasonable. “We knew this wouldn’t be easy.”

         “For you?” Dave’s voice rose. “I’m the extra. I’m the one walking into a happy relationship.”

         In just a few sentences she’d cracked the thin shield holding them together. All their insecurities spilled out. The warmth seeped out of the room and Annie wasn’t sure how to get it back.

         “What’s going on? I thought everything was fine.” Jasper reached for the knob on the stove and turned the burner off.

         “Me, too.” She did, but now she was shaking. She didn’t know if it was fear or something else. Panic, maybe? She leaned against the couch and tried to catch her breath.

         “Should I go?” Dave asked.

         “You can’t do that.” Jasper practically shouted at him. “We promised we’d be honest and talk things out. You can’t run whenever doubts arise.”

         All the color drained from Dave’s face. “Is that what this is?”

         She wanted to reach out to him to reassure him, but her muscles refused to move. Her body locked up and the start of a massive headache pounded at the back of her brain.

         “Dave…” That’s all she had.

         Pain settled in his eyes. “We can still turn back. We can call this off.”

         “Absolutely not.” Jasper shook his head, clenching his jaw. He looked from Annie to Dave, then back again. “Everything was fine ten minutes ago. We talked twice today and you were happy.”

         “I know.” She did. She was…she probably still was. Hell, she didn’t know what was going on or why it was punching her to the floor right now. “I just need…”

         She had no idea how to finish that sentence. Her heart ached. Dave’s expression, which held a mix of confusion and fear, crushed her. So did Jasper’s frustration. It bounced off the walls and thumped all around her.

         “Give me a minute.” She didn’t even know what that meant, but she said it anyway.

         “For what?”

         She had no idea how to answer Dave. She had to move. Somehow, she put one foot in front of the other and shuffled away from them. Ignored them when they called her name and pleaded for her to come back.

         She broke out of there and headed for the bedroom. She’d spent her entire adult life refusing to run away from things…and now she couldn’t leave fast enough.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 26

         

         Jasper started to go after her but Dave grabbed his arm. “Hold up.”

         Jasper could feel Dave revving up to make some big speech and stopped it. “Don’t do it.”

         Dave’s hand dropped. “Okay.”

         “Not that. You can touch me anytime you want but don’t be a martyr. I don’t want you to go.” That was an understatement. Having Dave there felt right. Jasper had come to count on him, on the three of them settling in each night, after such a short time.

         After a lifetime of following someone else’s rules, he’d finally found a path that worked for him. He’d had a renewed sense of being settled. And all of that was under threat right now.

         Dave stood in front of Jasper, so solid. “This isn’t just about you.”

         “No, it’s about all three of us.” Jasper thought they’d settled at least that part. The fact that their growing relationship was unraveling without warning had him stumbling.

         Dave visibly swallowed. “She’s allowed to be unsure.”

         But since they started this, Jasper hadn’t heard one word that suggested she was. Not until right this second. “She isn’t unsure, or she wasn’t.”

         Dave frowned. “You don’t get to be the one who decides that.”

         A wave of nausea hit Jasper. “So what am I supposed to do?”

         “Exactly what you promised.” Dave leaned in and pressed a quick kiss on Jasper’s mouth. “Talk to her.”

         The words sounded so reasonable. Jasper had no idea how Dave was holding his emotions together right now. “I’m not letting you go.”

         “Good.”

         That was almost too easy. “And you’re not leaving this condo.”

         “You need—”

         “I mean it. You leave this time and I will track you down and drag you back here.” Jasper couldn’t live through that again. “Got it?”

         Jasper may have messed up once, but Dave hadn’t fought for them, either. For so long he shouldered the full blame. Now he knew better. A relationship wasn’t about one person. Every person had to want it. Jasper truly believed this time both he and Dave did. They wanted it with Annie.

         Dave didn’t break eye contact this time. “I know I messed up before.”

         The fact he admitted it meant everything to Jasper. “Then don’t do it again.”

         Dave almost smiled. “Yes, sir.”

         “Damn straight.”

         Jasper exhaled. One down. One to go.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 27

         

         Annie heard the door open less than an hour after her strange breakdown. She lay across the mattress in the dark, trying to analyze her reaction. The heat that had boiled inside her died down. A certain calmness came over her.

         She didn’t lift her arm off her face as she spoke. “I’m sorry.”

         The mattress dipped next to her and Jasper’s familiar scent filled the air. “Don’t be.”

         He was always so decent and understanding. Jasper had flaws, but you had to work hard to find them.

         She wasn’t so lucky. She felt like one giant flaw some days. Words sometimes failed her. Worries could overwhelm her. And, as much as she hated to admit it, she let her past define her. Not always, but when it came to relationships she did. She’d been so busy running from her parents’ choices that she often fell into bad ones of her own. She could see that now, lying there in the dark.

         It was time for her to own up to one. “I didn’t say yes to your proposal because I was so afraid marrying you would mean the death of our relationship. Now I worry I’m dragging all three of us into a relationship that will blow us apart. But I want it. I can’t seem to stop wanting it, even as I worry.”

         Jasper slipped a hand over her stomach. Rubbed his palm over her in a soothing circle. “But you didn’t say yes.”

         Her arm dropped to the side and she stared up at him. “What?”

         “You never said yes to my proposal.” He didn’t sound angry. He wasn’t accusing.

         She knew he was trying to make a point. “True…and?”

         “I know about your first marriage and your parents, but do you think that maybe you didn’t say yes because you didn’t have everything you needed? Maybe Dave was the missing piece.”

         That’s all she thought about these days. It was bad enough worrying she’d lose Jasper and feeling like she wouldn’t be enough for him. Now she had to worry that Jasper was the one who wasn’t enough for her. Perfect Jasper, whom she loved.

         The pressure weighed on her, but as she stared into Jasper’s eyes it struck her that maybe the worry was misguided.

         Jasper and Dave both seemed sure and clear about her, and about all of them together. They didn’t push her to the side. They wanted each other and her.

         “You know I’m going to fall in love with Dave in about two seconds. It’s inevitable.” She waited to see Jasper’s reaction. If the idea of sharing Dave threatened him in any way. If their relationship would start to crumble.

         Jasper’s smile was sweet. “He’s pretty loveable.”

         Relief hit her out of nowhere. A sense of rightness settled over her. He wasn’t setting her up or judging her. He was being exactly the man she thought he was. That she depended on him to be.

         “You never stopped, did you?” She knew the answer but she wanted to hear how he viewed it.

         “Before I met you I was convinced he was the love of my life and I blew it.”

         One more time she tensed, expecting a wave of jealousy, but it didn’t come. It was as if she’d crossed some line out there in the family room and the doubts lessened with each word she’d heard ever since. “And now?”

         “Maybe we don’t get just one great love. I look at both of you and this idea of a life with all of us together…” He looked up at the ceiling as if he was trying to find the right words. “For the first time, I feel settled. I’m no longer rushing you down the aisle because I’m afraid you’ll leave.”

         She could feel her mouth drop open. “That’s a big comment.”

         He shifted, getting even closer as he continued to rub her stomach. “I’m not saying that I love you less or want you less now. The proposal was very real.”

         “No, I get that.” She really did. It was as if they both had doubts and fears that had caused them to make choices that threatened to drive them apart instead of together. But now, with Dave, that pressure faded. The rush to prove something disappeared.

         “I love the idea of having the two people who mean the most to me right here.”

         The conviction in Jasper’s voice melted the rest of her wariness. “Let’s keep being honest with each other. Always.”

         He nodded. “Agreed.”

         “I’ve spent a lot of time worrying that I’ll be the one pushed out, but Dave has a point. I don’t want him to feel unwanted or extra.” She’d been so busy doubting and panicking that she fed his fears. “Speaking of which, where is he?” She called out, “Dave?”

         Footsteps sounded in the hallway. After a brief hesitation, he knocked, then opened the door. She realized she hated that. The bedroom needed to be his, too. He had to be comfortable coming in and out and not feel as though he was intruding.

         She knew that would start once she welcomed him. Truly welcomed him, not just in bed, but also in the house and in their lives.

         He bit his lower lip as he looked at them on the bed. “Hey.”

         She held out a hand. “Come here.”

         “Are you sure you don’t want—”

         She cleared her throat, cutting him off. “Don’t make me order you.”

         “So hot,” Jasper mumbled under his breath.

         Dave stepped up to the bed and climbed on the mattress. He sat behind Jasper and rested a hand on Jasper’s arm.

         She loved the closeness. She ached for it. “This is your house, too.”

         Dave shook his head. “Excuse me?”

         “I’m firing myself as your agent because you don’t need a house.” This was big. Huge, actually. She hadn’t expected to take the step but now she knew they had to.

         Jasper’s eyebrow lifted and Dave froze.

         Rather than wait for questions, she dove in. “Tomorrow we go get your stuff and move you in. You get a key and a parking spot and a say in everything.”

         The words felt right. This would knock down the last barriers.

         “Are you sure you’re ready for that?” Dave’s grip on Jasper’s arm tightened as he asked the question.

         She saw Dave’s white knuckles and reached over to brush her fingers over the back of his hand. “I want you here. I want us together.”

         Jasper laughed. “You heard her.”

         For a second Dave didn’t say anything. Then a smile spread across his lips. “You know this means you lose a commission.”

         She tugged on his arm until he sprawled on top of her. “You can work it off in other ways.”

         Dave laughed. “You’ve got yourself a deal.”

         This would give them a future and a chance. For the first time, she believed anything was possible. With both of them. “Then take your clothes off.”

         “Yes, ma’am,” they both said at the same time.

         She decided that was a good start.
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