
		
				[image: Cover image]
		
	
		
			Buttons are made to be undone

			One wicked touch at a time...

			Self-made businesswoman Lucinda Graves is determined to add a tropical hotel to her company’s empire. Devastatingly handsome owner Jason Kaoki is willing to negotiate—but only if Lucinda rises to the challenges he sets! Lucinda passes every test, but as each dare grows hotter and wilder than the last, will she be able to keep her eyes on the prize?

		
	
		
			USA TODAY bestselling and RITA® Award–nominated author Caitlin Crews loves writing romance. She teaches her favorite romance novels in creative-writing classes at places like UCLA Extension’s prestigious Writers’ Program, where she finally gets to utilize the MA and PhD in English literature she received from the University of York in England. She currently lives in the Pacific Northwest with her very own hero and too many pets. Visit her at caitlincrews.com.

			Join Harlequin My Rewards today and earn a FREE ebook!

				Click here to Join Harlequin My Rewards

				http://www.harlequin.com/myrewards.html?mt=loyalty&cmpid=EBOOBPBPA201602010002

		
	
		
			If you liked Untamed, why not try
the other books in
Caitlin Crews’s Hotel Temptation trilogy?

			Undone
Unleashed

			You could also try

			On His Knees by Cathryn Fox
Mr. One-Night Stand by Rachael Stewart
Decadent by Alexx Andria

			Discover more at Harlequin.com

		
	
		
			UNTAMED

			Caitlin Crews

			[image: logo]

		
	
		
			Contents

			Chapter One

			Chapter Two

			Chapter Three

			Chapter Four

			Chapter Five

			Chapter Six

			Chapter Seven

			Chapter Eight

			Chapter Nine

			Chapter Ten

			Chapter Eleven

			Chapter Twelve

			Chapter Thirteen

			Chapter Fourteen

			Chapter Fifteen

			Chapter Sixteen

			Excerpt from On His Knees by Cathryn Fox

			Excerpt from Down & Dirty by Rhenna Morgan

		
	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			FIVE SEPARATE EMISSARIES had already been sent from competing hotel conglomerates to convince the notably impossible Jason Kaoki to develop the unspoiled private island in the Pacific he’d inherited from his late father, international playboy and real estate tycoon Daniel St. George. All five had failed.

			Miserably. And quickly.

			Lucinda Graves had no intention of making herself the sixth.

			It had taken her forty hours of brutal long-haul travel to make it across the planet. Forty miserable hours from the gray bustle of London in what passed for its rainy spring to this tiny, shockingly bright island sunning itself in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. She was thousands of miles from anywhere, surrounded by nothing but salt and sea stretching out toward the horizon in all directions—a state of affairs that might have made her anxious had she possessed the wherewithal to consider it in any depth.

			Because she was tired. More than tired. Somewhere over North America, Lucinda had gone past “tired” entirely and had found herself in the realm of a pure, bone-deep exhaustion the likes of which she wasn’t certain she’d ever felt before in her twenty-eight years.

			But she was not to be deterred.

			She would be the one to land this deal. She knew it.

			The simple truth was that she would accept no other outcome.

			When failure wasn’t an option, she liked to tell herself, the only remaining possibility was success.

			The tiny little hopper plane, barely large enough to hold the pilot—much less an uneasy passenger who preferred her jets sized to carry hundreds, the better to imagine it wasn’t a plane at all—landed rather too bouncily for her taste over what she assumed had to be some kind of lagoon, the water blue and turquoise and gleaming.

			She was too bleary-eyed and hollowed out from too many time zones to care.

			When she stepped out of the plane onto the little dock that stretched out over the water—a dock, of all things, instead of any kind of proper tarmac, or climate-controlled, civilized airport—the humidity walloped her. It was like a fist, wet and hot. It was an instant, relentless assault and it nearly took her to her knees, right there beneath some rattling palm trees and the careless, blinding sunshine.

			Lucinda had assumed she was duly prepared. She’d known she was heading to a tropical island, obviously. And she’d been to beaches before, like the last corporate retreat her company had taken to sun-drenched Spain—where she’d been expected to conduct business while sitting beside a pool, brandishing drinks festooned with foliage and pretending to be relaxed and carefree in a bloody sarong. She’d assumed this would be more of the same, if farther away than a quick hop to Spain. A beach was a beach, she’d assured herself as she’d set off what seemed like a lifetime ago.

			But it turned out she wasn’t prepared for this remote Pacific island that didn’t appear on most maps and had no official name. Maybe it was impossible to be prepared for this much tropical heat all at once, heavy and intense.

			Her hands went to her hair at once. Bright red and embarrassing, its mission in life was to curl dramatically and unprofessionally at the slightest provocation. Lucinda went to great lengths to keep it neat and sleek. She kept it ruthlessly straight and swept back into a severe bun on the back of her head, which kept it under control but couldn’t minimize its upsetting color. Lucinda had often considered dying her hair a more appropriate brown, the better to blend in, but the idea of all the upkeep struck her as wasteful. She’d concentrated instead on ridding herself of her native Scottish accent, because the circles in which she aspired to move had no place for impenetrable working-class Glaswegian accents.

			And Lucinda succeeded in all she did, because she didn’t allow for the possibility of failure. She never had, from her rough beginnings in one of Glasgow’s notorious housing estates to her current position as a vice president in her company’s London corporate office. Tropical heat on a Pacific island couldn’t change that.

			Though it complicated things, certainly. It seemed to curl into her, sneaking beneath her clothes like some kind of insinuation.

			Lucinda tried to shake it off as she took in her surroundings, frowning at the sweep of untouched white sand and the wild tangle of jungle beyond, climbing up the green, steep sides of the hills.

			“Are you certain this is the right place?” she demanded of the pilot, who had climbed down to the dock ahead of her and insisted on grinning widely as if everything she said and did was vastly entertaining.

			Lucinda was not entertaining, thank you very much. She was effective. She was capable. And she was used to being treated as exactly what she was and wanted to be. Stern. Uncompromising. A straight-edged ruler of a woman, one of her first bosses had called her. He’d meant it as an insult, but Lucinda had taken it as the greatest compliment and had tried her best to live up to it ever since.

			“You said you wanted Jason Kaoki,” the pilot replied, still grinning. “This is where he lives. I couldn’t tell you if that makes it the right place or not.”

			Lucinda forced a tight smile, wrestled her sensible and compact carry-on bag behind her and marched off the dock.

			Onto the pristine, glaring white beach, which she found even less accommodating than the smirking pilot she’d hired in Fiji, since there were no commercial flights to this place, plunked down in the Pacific somewhere between Honolulu and Nadi. The sand was hot and shifted beneath her as she walked, in a manner she found deeply unnerving. She liked the comfort of concrete. The assurance that when she stepped on it, it would remain exactly where it was, rain or shine.

			The beach had its own ideas. That and the humidity...got to her, she could admit.

			Lucinda had worn sensible flats, of course, but was otherwise hardly dressed for a romp across the sands. Despite the forty hours she’d spent traveling—one long-haul flight after another, with too many overly bright airports in between—she had maintained her usual workplace uniform. She was convinced a coolheaded, professional approach was the key to landing this account.

			Though at the moment, trying not to sink knee-deep into blindingly white sand, she wished she hadn’t, perhaps, dressed for her conservative London office all those hours ago in her flat. It might have been wiser to choose something more appropriate for islands much warmer and brighter than the United Kingdom.

			Lucinda wasn’t one to concede without a fight—or at all, generally speaking—but it took only about ten steps before she was forced to admit defeat. It was too hot. She was a natural shade of Scottish pale that she was afraid might burst into flame at any moment in all this tropical sun and heat, and she was so uncomfortable that she’d stopped thinking about her goals and was caught up in thinking about how she felt. That was unacceptable. She stopped, sinking deep into the sand, to shrug off her black jacket and kick off her matching flats, and wore nothing but her wrinkle-resistant blouse and sleek pencil skirt as she stormed the rest of her way toward solid ground.

			Once there, she paused by another picturesque palm tree to dump the beach out of her shoes and slip them back on. And also to catch her breath, accept the likelihood that she was already breaking out in blisters from the relentless sun beating down on her, and try to get her bearings.

			If the map on her phone was any guide, and she’d done enough research to know it was, there was precious little on this island. It was almost entirely undeveloped, save the sprawling house Daniel St. George had built here and a single, ancient hotel that had been thrown together in the 1950s in service to an Australian oilman’s fantasies of world domination. The hotel had never opened and now sat as a monument to the perils of too much money with no good sense.

			She shoved her inadequate sunglasses higher on her nose as she peered down the length of the beach, frowning until she saw the hotel in question, peeking around a picture-perfect curve dusted with palm trees as it reached out toward the blue horizon. The old hotel squatted there with its midtwentieth-century facade and squat, flat shape, reminding Lucinda far too much of the block of flats she’d lived in as a child. All of which should have been torn down before the dawn of the twenty-first century, as far as Lucinda was concerned.

			If she had her way, the sad old hotel wouldn’t make it through the summer.

			There was a kind of track—she wouldn’t call it a road, packed with red dirt and sprouting weeds in the center—that skirted along the edge of the beach and wasn’t yet overtaken by the encroaching jungle. Lucinda marched along it, her eyes on the hotel. It didn’t get any prettier as she moved. But with every overly warm step, she entertained herself with notions of what could be.

			A private island resort, catering only to the wealthiest and most exclusive clientele. The kind of fantasy island retreat most people only dreamed about, made a reality right here. She drew up plans in her head, ignoring the blazing sun. The humidity. The unmistakable knowledge that her makeup, or what was left of it all these hours after she’d last applied it in a restroom in the bowels of LAX, was almost certainly melting off her face.

			It was a deceptive ten minutes’ walk—when it looked as if it ought to be five—from the dock to the old hotel, and when she drew close the building was even worse than she’d imagined. Lucinda knew it was all the rage in places like Los Angeles to pretend that so-called 1950s “style” was exciting and hip. But all that self-consciously cheerful midcentury modernity was pointedly retro and depressingly functional, to her way of thinking. And had no place in this secluded, remote setting. No, thank you. The point of a private island like this was seduction. Mystery and possibility, not the depressingly plain and boxy building that rose up before her like an Eastern European prison.

			The setting cried out for magic. Secluded bungalows and private coves, as if the world beyond no longer existed. Not a squat, ugly horror that was little better than a roadside motel.

			Lucinda strode up what might once have been a driveway before the jungle had claimed it and pushed her way into the lobby. It was dark inside, and quiet, and she blinked as she waited for the glare of the sun outside to fade so she could see how bad it really was.

			There were potted plants that she thought might be fake, a shame in a place where the hills all around burst with green and bright, fragrant blossoms. Heavy, dark furniture that matched the hotel’s dark walls and made her think of men with thick gold chains and too much chest hair—potbellies and ugly Hawaiian shirts to match. Not exactly the sort of luxury and elegance, wrapped up in a tropical package, that a place like this should offer.

			When her eyes adjusted to light, she started—

			Because she wasn’t alone.

			There was a man sitting there on one of the old couches, his bare feet propped up on the sad wicker table in front of him and his back to the big, open space that led out toward the beach and let the sea in.

			Two things occurred to Lucinda at once.

			First, that she hadn’t laid eyes on another living soul since she’d stepped off the airplane and left the pilot grinning after her. She hadn’t heard a single sound that suggested there were people anywhere nearby. This really, truly was a deserted, private island.

			And of all the possibilities Lucinda had gone over in her head approximately nine thousand times, she hadn’t really let herself think too much about the meaning of that word—deserted—or the fact that she’d gone ahead and marooned herself here with a stranger. A man.

			Not just any man. This man.

			Which led her to number two. The man she’d come to see was far more devastating in person than in all the pictures she’d studied of him—and she was fairly certain she’d scoured the internet and had found every existing image, because she was nothing if not thorough.

			But thorough research had not prepared her for...this.

			The man watching her, still lounging there on the old sofa, was...too much.

			Her breath left her in a confusing rush she couldn’t control, as if the very sight of him was a swift punch to her gut.

			Jason Kaoki lounged there before her, kicked back in what passed for a seating area in the hotel’s sad lobby as if he was as much a fixture as the shiny, fake plants. Except nothing about him was the least bit sad. Lucinda told herself it was the thrill of finally making it here into his presence—after all the calls and emails he’d ignored for months now—that shot through her when their eyes locked. Because what else could it be?

			But her mouth was remarkably dry. And there was a shivering thing trapped there, just beneath her skin. Because it turned out the most reclusive of the St. George heirs was a big man.

			A very big man, she amended, and more disturbing by far, all of him was...exposed.

			Well. Not all of him. Just the entire expanse of his considerably well-muscled chest, with nary a sign of a potbelly, unfortunate chest hair or clanking gold chains. There was a dusting lower down that narrowed as it snuck beneath the band of the long shorts he wore, but his chest was otherwise astonishingly...smooth. Muscled, flat pectorals and a stunning display of ridged abdominals. And there was no reason Lucinda’s gaze should linger there, or lower still, on his clearly powerful thighs in the shorts he wore low on his narrow hips. Or anywhere else on the great and glorious sprawl of him, all of it rangy and muscled and accented with beautiful tattoos, like something out of one of those superhero movies Lucinda was far too busy to see.

			Dangerous, something in her whispered, insistent and low. This man is dangerous and you’re a fool to get this close to him.

			And goose bumps broke out all over her arms and neck in emphatic agreement.

			Lucinda studied him intently, hoping he wouldn’t notice her intense reaction to him. She already knew his stats by heart. That he was six feet and four inches tall and had always possessed this same intense athleticism whether he was playing organized sports or alluring his legion of fans on social media as he surfed and climbed mountains and leaped out of planes. She’d expected him to be attractive in that sporty, relentlessly American way.

			But nothing had prepared her for his sheer, overwhelming magnetism. There was something about him that filled the whole of the shabby lobby like a pulse. A flame. As if he was distinctly and inarguably more male than any man she’d ever encountered before.

			She felt as if she was breathing him in, and worse, close to choking on it. The mad part was, she wasn’t sure she’d mind.

			Meanwhile, he was also far more than merely attractive. No antiseptic word could describe him. His skin gleamed a nutty brown, as if he’d just this minute wandered in from cavorting about in the surf and wasn’t entirely dry. His hair was dark and black and raked back from his face as if he’d used one of his large hands, carelessly. And he had the face of a sinner. Or a very suggestible saint, all arched black brows and knowing dark eyes shot through with a hint of gold.

			He looked like a dream lover another sort of woman might conjure straight from the sea in a place like this, made of old volcanoes and deep tropical rain forests. And then spend a lifetime or two trying to please with all that bright fire and heady green.

			Lucinda was immediately appalled that she’d descended into such theatrics, even in the privacy of her own mind.

			Especially when he smirked, as if he knew exactly where her head had gone.

			“Let me guess,” he drawled, his voice deep and rich. Decidedly amused and lazy with it, as if part of him was still stretched out in a bed somewhere—stop it, she ordered herself fiercely. “You came all this way to sell me something. Sorry, darlin’, but I’m not buying.”

			“You don’t know where I came from,” she said, almost by rote. Almost as if she had to prove to herself that she wasn’t under some kind of spell. “It could be from the next island over.”

			“The next island over is hours away on a plane. And no one who lives there is as blindingly white as you.”

			Lucinda might have wished that she had a little more time. To pull herself together. Or back into shape, anyway. To make sure her hair was under control and that she didn’t look as she suspected she did right now—a dripping-wet, likely bright red mess after her walk up from the dock. She could have used time to prepare herself the way she liked to do before big, important meetings.

			But she already knew this man would be difficult. She’d expected that. She’d gathered all the information she could from her competitors, all of whom had been delighted to have a drink and assure her that she had no hope of succeeding where they had failed. The man looks for weakness, one of the previous five failures had brayed at her over his martini. Like a shark.

			Accordingly, Lucinda didn’t stammer or excuse herself or attempt to ease into small talk. All she did was smile back at Jason Kaoki in all his astonishing flesh, there in the abandoned old lobby.

			Cool and controlled, as if he didn’t get to her at all. As if it had taken forty seconds to get here to see him, not forty hours, and she was well rested and perfectly relaxed. And while she was at it, she quickly reviewed everything she knew about this most maddening and elusive of the St. George heirs—the three sons and one daughter who had been revealed to be the old playboy’s children by the same will that had accorded each of them one of his luxury properties.

			Jason Kaoki had grown up in Hawaii, bouncing back and forth between the Big Island and Oahu with his mother and her extended family. He’d gone on to play college football on the mainland, had enjoyed a brief stint in the pros afterward, followed by a run of lucrative endorsement deals that continued to this day. He was rumored to spend most of his considerable fortune on philanthropic pursuits all over his beloved Pacific Islands, from schools to veterans charities, though the precise amount of any actual donations he made were always kept winkingly anonymous.

			The man put on a good show on social media, but in truth, he liked his privacy. He was hard to find and even harder to pin down to any kind of meeting. When Daniel St. George’s will had been read and this island had come into play, corporate hotel consortiums like the one Lucinda had clawed her way into had taken notice. The others had tried their best to convince Jason to develop this island the way his father had clearly planned to do after he’d built a house here, and fold himself into their well-known brands, but he’d denied them all.

			He didn’t need money. He already had a measure of fame. It was almost impossible to talk to him, her contacts had assured her, much less convince him of anything.

			But then again, Lucinda had something none of them had.

			She wasn’t here representing a tired old brand, for one thing. For another, she was a woman. And better still, she wasn’t the least bit afraid to use whatever feminine wiles she possessed to get what she wanted. What was the point of having wiles in the first place if not to use them at will? She’d never understood why so many people clutched at their pearls at the thought. She assumed they were the sort of people who had been born with a great many weapons at their disposal, so could pick and choose between them to decide which to use. Lucinda had never had that luxury.

			And she didn’t need her research to tell her that Jason Kaoki was an extremely heterosexual male, though it had—in the form of a thousand pictures of him with pouting, female arm candy on three continents. Not to mention his often risqué commentary on his romantic pursuits for the benefit of the fawning paparazzi.

			She could see it with her own two eyes, right here on this island in the middle of nowhere. She could feel it like another presence in the lobby, a raw lick of flame in her bones. And her flesh. She could see the flare of interest in his dark eyes and the way those black, arched brows rose. The way his almost disturbingly sensual mouth curved as he looked up at her.

			She could use it.

			So she smiled her best rendition of something seductive. She smoothed her hands down the sides of her skirt to emphasize her hips, and was suddenly glad her blouse edged toward sheer, with the suggestion of her breasts beneath. She had every intention of using the weapons she had when she sat down on the couch opposite him to negotiate.

			With her entire body, if required. Because Lucinda was here to win.

			By any means necessary.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			JASON KAOKI STARED at the woman who’d appeared before him dressed in head-to-toe black like the goddamned Grim Reaper, right here on his island like the ghost of lives he didn’t want.

			Lives he had outright rejected. Repeatedly.

			“Are you going to stare at me all day?” he asked her, with the kind of lazy grin he liked to use on people who came at him in suits. “It’s an interesting sales pitch, I’ll give you that. Though I’m not sure it’s effective.”

			His grin usually sent them running, alarm stamped all over their faces. Especially when he combined it with that tone.

			Because Jason never tried too hard to hide his rougher edges.

			But if he expected this newest suit to look stricken, or apologetic, or even faintly nervous like all the rest, he was disappointed. She left her little wheeling bag—also black—near the lobby doors and marched across the tile floor to settle herself against the low-slung couch opposite him. She sat as if she owned the place and him, too, which was definitely a bold approach. Then she crossed one decidedly well-formed leg over the other in that ridiculously tight skirt that belonged in an anonymous corporate office somewhere far to the north of here. She even folded her pale, slender hands in her lap, pious and prissy, and regarded him as if she was the one doing him a favor.

			It should have put his teeth on edge, like all the teachers and social workers and coaches who’d tried and failed to civilize him always had. But this one was different from the parade of doughy accountant-types, each more arrogant than the last, who had traipsed out here and thought they could talk down to him.

			For one thing, he had the feeling that if he could peel away all those laughably inappropriate black layers and see the woman beneath, she’d be hot. Sweet. A perfect snack for a man with a voracious appetite. She had hair the color of fire, and Jason was an elemental kind of guy. He wanted to take her pretty hair out of that agonizing-looking bun she’d slicked it into and get his hands in it. He wanted to see how all that fire smelled now that the sun and the sea had gotten in there and tugged a few strands free. He wanted to bury his face in its thickness and see how hard that got him.

			Just to pull up a few urges at random.

			What he couldn’t tell from looking at her was if she knew she was hot or not. And if she did, was she hiding herself in the funeral garb on purpose? Did she think that would work?

			It didn’t. Her breasts were plump and round and begged for a man’s palms through the almost-sheer fabric of the fussy blouse she wore. She was tall for a regular woman—meaning, she was tall, but not one of the models he usually gravitated toward because they had legs that went on forever and that looked good draped over his shoulders while they fucked. And despite the tight-assed expression on her face, there was no disguising the flush on her high, ivory cheeks—currently from the sun, he figured, but he knew he could do better—and the full, soft lips he’d greatly enjoy seeing wrapped around his dick.

			Jason was entertained.

			And he couldn’t recall the last time that had happened in the presence of a suit.

			He admired whoever had thought to stop sending all those boring tools and uptight douche bags here to talk at him until he scared them away. He wanted to applaud whoever had finally figured they were better off sending a hot little package like this one instead. Because the only thing better than an obviously hot woman who appeared ready to go and easy to get was one a man got the pleasure of unwrapping himself.

			The quiet had stretched out between them, with nothing but the sound of the waves on the beach outside to divert attention from the way they were staring at each other.

			Jason grinned. A little social discomfort didn’t bother him at all. But he couldn’t say the same for all the mainlanders.

			This one broke the way they all did, but she kept her cool, businessy smile in place.

			“It’s nice to meet you at last, Mr. Kaoki,” she said, in an English accent with something richer beneath it. Like an extra kick. He liked the way it moved over him, then settled in his cock. He wished she’d follow suit. “I appreciate you seeing me without any kind of appointment. For the record, I did try to make one.”

			Her voice was, if possible, even more prim and proper than she looked, if he overlooked that burr beneath.

			Jason had always liked the wild ones. The feral creatures who could keep up with him. But the more he stared at this defiantly pale woman with her gorgeous hair ruthlessly wrestled into submission, the more he wondered if it was the ones who pretended to be civilized who were the wildest underneath.

			Something in him—and not just his dick—wanted to rise to that challenge.

			“‘Mr. Kaoki?’ Jesus Christ. Who the hell is that? Sounds like someone who needs his ass kicked. I’m Jason.”

			Her polite smile didn’t dim, and against his will, he was impressed. Each and every one of the wussy little men who’d sweated at him in this very same lobby had looked nauseated and ill at ease by this point. Because douche bags always imagined they could manipulate a big, loud, dumb jock—and they were always surprised and disconcerted to discover that this particular dumb jock was a whole lot more difficult to handle in person.

			Not his prissy little redhead, sitting rigid and sure on the old sofa like that painful-looking bun of hers was pulling her spine straight. “I’m Lucinda Graves.”

			“Why am I not surprised your name is Graves?” When she frowned, Jason shrugged. Expansively. And noted, with interest, the way her gaze followed the play of muscles in his shoulders. “Maybe you’re too jet-lagged to notice you’re in the South Pacific. Here we dress in pretty flowers and aloha and not a whole lot else. But you came dressed for a funeral.”

			She rustled up that smile again, twice as polite this time. He figured she considered it a weapon.

			He thought that was cute.

			“I’m sorry if my professionalism offends you,” she said coolly. “I’m only trying to treat you with the courtesy due your position.”

			“You mean my money, not my position. I don’t think you’d give a rat’s ass about my position if it wasn’t directly in your way. Much less any courtesy.”

			“On the contrary, Mr. Kaoki. Manners never go amiss. Especially in trying situations.”

			Was she scolding him? Jason thought she was. And even stranger, he found it just as hot.

			Which probably said some shit about him, but he had no intention of analyzing it.

			He shifted where he lounged there across from her before his unruly cock announced itself. He rubbed absently at his side, and once again her gaze dropped to follow the movement. All over the tattoo he’d gotten when his football scholarship had come through, so he’d never forget where he came from.

			And Jason didn’t think she was the type to find ink quite that fascinating.

			“I have to be honest, Lucinda.” He made her name a meal and discovered that he was actually good and hungry. Bordering on straight-up starving. “I don’t really think you know how trying this situation could get. Let me know if you want that to change.”

			She blinked, but didn’t touch that. Smart girl.

			“I represent an international hotel concern,” she started again, but he thought that smile of hers was more strained than before. He interpreted that as progress. “We specialize in extraordinary properties aimed toward top-tier clientele who expect—and can afford—the best. I’m sure you already know the development potential of this island is astronomical. And I say that as someone not given to exaggeration.”

			“The development potential of anything is astronomical if the person who owns it keeps saying hell no to slick offers and obsequious dickheads in ugly suits.” He studied her for a moment, lingering on the flush across her high cheekbones and the freckles that were coming out over her nose. “I’m pretty sure you already know I don’t want to develop shit. You look like the type who would know that kind of thing before you stepped on an airplane to force a meeting. What makes you think you can show up here and convince me when no one else could?”

			She blinked again, and her eyes—entirely too blue for his peace of mind—got canny. And Jason might look like a barbarian. He’d cultivated that image, in fact. Wild and loud and nothing but noise, because it suited him to be underestimated. The truth was, he’d always liked women with brains. It made life a hell of a lot more complicated, sure. But complicated was often a whole lot more interesting.

			“I’m hoping that I can change your mind.” Her gaze was steady on his. “Why don’t you tell me what you think that would take.”

			Jason laughed. It was a big laugh, just like him, and it filled the lobby. One of his more poetic exes had once told him it was like a volcano. As an island boy, born and bred to be respectful of Madame Pele and her works, Jason was more than okay with that comparison.

			Especially when it seemed to bother the shit out of the tight-assed corporate creature perched across from him, who stiffened at the sound.

			“I’m not going to talk contracts and deals, sweetheart,” he said when his laughter died away. “Fun fact. People don’t move to private islands without names in the middle of the Pacific Ocean if they want to be tracked down. And yet you people are like ants, one after the next, rolling up to ruin my picnic.”

			“I don’t want to ruin your picnic,” she said, and he was almost impressed that she managed to get that out through her pursed lips and that attempt at the same polite smile. “I just want to make you a rich man.”

			“I’m already a rich man.”

			“You can always be richer.”

			He laughed at that, too. Because she had hair like fire and skin so pale and resolutely sunless she glowed. And she was dressed in those stiff, dark clothes that looked as sad and dreary as whatever dark, rainy place she came from.

			“White people always want to get richer,” he observed. “It’s just money, Lucinda.”

			“Spoken like someone who has too much of it, Jason,” she fired back.

			And he saw her, then. The real woman tucked away behind the prim and the proper, and she was bright. Sharp and wild. All teeth and snarl, and Jason wanted to tangle himself up in her and see if she left marks.

			Something in him uncurled, then heated.

			“If you don’t want money,” Lucinda said after a moment, her tone too precise, as if she was wrestling herself into submission—which Jason wanted to do himself, “what do you want?”

			“I don’t want anything. And if I did, I’d go get it. I don’t need help from corporate assholes.”

			She looked impatient for a second, but wiped it away in the next. “Everybody wants something, Mr. Kaoki. All you have to do is admit it.”

			He let the things he wanted settle into him, hot and greedy, and made no particular attempt to hide the burn of it as he regarded her. His reward was a splash of deeper color in her telltale cheeks.

			“I don’t need to see your tedious fucking blueprints or pay attention while you yammer at me about secluded coves, lanais for days and forests of tiki torches,” he drawled, aware he was landing hits every time her flush deepened. She was an open book and he was almost positive she didn’t know it. That only made this more fun. “Building some snooty resort here isn’t going to make me happier. So what’s the point? Why would I bother? Hawaii is already occupied. Your fancy clients can go ruin it some more whenever they get the hankering to play colonizer.”

			She didn’t miss a beat. Her eyes were a cool, fathomless blue, like the ocean he loved on a tempestuous day—and there was something about that comparison that rubbed him the wrong way. Like it was settling into him. He tried to shake it off, concentrating on what she was saying instead.

			“Maybe it’s not your happiness we should be concerned with. Think about all the good you could do if you brought jobs and investment to the area.”

			“Baby, I don’t know what you read about me, but my happiness is the only thing I’m concerned with.”

			“You give away more money to local charities than most people in the Pacific Islands will ever make.”

			“That’s a rumor,” Jason replied lightly. “An unproven rumor because people like to think the best about other people. The truth makes them itchy.”

			“People think the best of others? When?” Her laugh made him restless. “I think you’ll find they really don’t.”

			“Whatever. I’m a selfish man, darlin’. I amuse myself and that’s about it. And nothing about ruining this island with another bullshit resort that pollutes the place strikes me as all that amusing.”

			“I had no idea you were such an environmentalist.”

			“I’m not. I’m selfish. I like my beach empty, my jungle wild and my roads clear. The point of a private island is that no one else is on it.”

			“Right.” She seemed to take that on board. Her eyes narrowed as she looked him over, like she was trying to find his weaknesses. He gazed back at her, boneless and unconcerned. “But even selfish men want something.”

			“There’s nothing I want I can’t get, Lucinda. I don’t need to make bargains with strange women. I don’t even need to have this conversation, but that’s the kind of guy I am. Nice to a fucking fault.”

			He grinned at her, letting his edges show again, and he wasn’t entirely surprised when she didn’t look away. She was a lot tougher than the men who’d come here. Or more determined, anyway.

			One more thing that shouldn’t have appealed to him. But Jason had always been a sucker for a little grit.

			“Oh, yes,” she murmured. “You’re very nice. That’s the word I’d choose to describe you.”

			“Feel free to pick a better one.”

			But she didn’t take him up on his invitation. Instead, her body language changed, right there in front of him.

			Jason watched, fascinated, because she didn’t melt. She didn’t go boneless and seductive, or start fiddling with the buttons on that shirt of hers to start flashing him those perfect breasts. The straight edge of her spine didn’t curve in the slightest.

			And yet there was no doubt that something changed.

			He could feel it between them, a thick, humming kind of tension. He told himself he was amused by this latest attempt to get at him, but his cock wasn’t laughing. It was fascinated, too.

			More than fascinated.

			And he was getting hungrier by the moment.

			“Are you offering me something?” he asked.

			Her gaze had turned speculative. And she was tilting her head to one side in a manner designed to make him rock hard and ready. “My understanding is that in the past, you’ve kicked everyone who came here off this island within hours.”

			“Now my buddy just waits at the dock,” Jason agreed, genially enough. “So he can take you right back to Fiji. You can go now, if you want.”

			Her smile was a thing to behold. It wasn’t that polite one she’d been bludgeoning him with since she’d walked in, professional and distant. This one took over her whole face. It was like the sun coming out from behind clouds, the sudden shock of heat and brightness making his chest feel tight.

			All he could think about was tasting that fire. Drowning himself in it. Making her burn hot until she screamed.

			But she thought she was playing him, so Jason didn’t move. He waited.

			“What I want is for you to let me stay,” she told him.

			So very prettily.

			Jason grinned. He’d been hit on by so many beautiful women he’d lost count before he left for college. And he was Hawaiian—technically half-Hawaiian, but he’d never bothered to recognize the haole douche bag tourist who had seduced his mother and left her high and dry—which meant his standards for beauty were pretty damn high. He rarely bothered with corporate types. Sticks up the ass didn’t get him off.

			But everything in him was encouraging him to make an exception in Lucinda’s case.

			“Now, why would I do something like that?” he asked. He let his grin hint at his greed. “What’s in it for me?”

			And then surprised himself by settling back and waiting for her to convince him.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			LUCINDA DIDN’T KNOW what the hell she was doing.

			She had always been about a plan. Making a plan, following a plan and sticking to a plan come hell or high water. She researched, she got herself ready and then she executed said plan without ever straying into too much dangerous spontaneity. That strategy had served her well her whole life—but something about this island made her feel outside herself. Inside out, stretched thin, too hot and too exposed, all at once.

			It’s the jet lag, she told herself. But there was the distinct possibility it had more to do with the man lounging there across from her, watching her with lethal intent, than the island or what it had taken to get here.

			The truth was that while she wasn’t averse to using whatever inducements she could throw at Jason Kaoki, she wasn’t entirely sure she’d be the one getting what she wanted out of the bargain if she did.

			He wasn’t like other men.

			He wasn’t like anyone she’d ever met.

			He was too big, in every sense of the term. He was built on a grand scale, sure, but there was also his laugh. His wicked, challenging grin. That steady dark gaze of his that told her in no uncertain terms that he truly didn’t need or want a damned thing from anyone...

			But that he might take it anyway, if it was offered.

			There’s no reason you can’t make him an offer—that offer—right here and now, she told herself stoutly, still holding that simmering gaze of his. The notion made a deep shiver wind its way through her, making her hold herself even more still for fear he’d see exactly what she wanted to give him. What she was willing to trade.

			She didn’t know what she was doing, but she needed to figure it out. And fast.

			Because she needed this. She needed to win. She needed to prove herself, once and for all, in a way that no one could claim was theirs or take away from her or dismiss. Lucinda was so tired of fighting for every last scrap. She didn’t like to admit it to herself, but she knew it was true. After a lifetime of hustling, she was tired. She wanted to be done with the dustups, once and for all. She’d been swinging and scrabbling all her life, and she wanted the big prize this time.

			She wanted to rest on her laurels for a change. She wanted to see what the world looked like when she was sure of her place in it. At last.

			And there was no doubt that landing Jason Kaoki and this jewel of an island would do the trick. It would be the making of her. She could leave her firm in a blaze of glory and go out on her own. Maybe stay in one of the exclusive properties she worked so hard to build, for a start.

			No one back in London thought she could do it.

			“You’re wasting your time,” her direct superior had told her, sighing loudly to make certain Lucinda knew she was bothering him when she’d dutifully told him her plans. He named the much-celebrated president of a rival boutique hotel corporate body, who had only the week before sneered at Lucinda in a trendy gastropub as he’d assured her the Kaoki property was lost to developers. “If he can’t make it happen, no one can.”

			“I can do it,” Lucinda had said with tremendous certainty and confidence.

			It had only been partially feigned.

			Because she’d studied Jason Kaoki. And she hadn’t concentrated only on his investment portfolio like everyone else, all those cold numbers and figures. Lucinda had immersed herself in all his social media accounts. She’d watched old interviews and read articles on his early prowess on the football field.

			She’d convinced herself she knew him.

			“If you can, you’ll be a legend,” her boss had replied, with a laugh. Indicating how unlikely a prospect he thought that was. Because he might like how hard Lucinda worked, but he certainly didn’t think she had it in her to become a legend.

			And it turned out that the scrappy little nobody from that grotty flat in one of Glasgow’s most notorious tower blocks wanted to be a legend. Very badly, in fact. She didn’t want to work for anyone else. She didn’t want to report to her boss, who was decent enough as these things went, but still liked to take credit for her best and brightest ideas like they were owed to him.

			Then laughed at her when she showed her belly by clearly indicating she wanted more.

			Goddamn it, but she wanted this win.

			That was why she’d taken her annual leave and spent her own money to haul herself here to make her own legend, her own way.

			Only to discover that not only was Jason Kaoki as difficult as advertised, he was difficult in a completely different way than she’d anticipated. And more worryingly, she seemed to be someone else when she was in his presence.

			She told herself, once again, that it was the heat. The tropics, bearing down on her relentlessly. The lobby was open to the weather and the breeze that wound its way in one side and out the other did very little to cool her off. Instead, it danced over her, making her feel electric and strange. And aware of too many things she’d prefer to ignore altogether.

			The press of her thighs against each other. The heat her own body generated. The touch of the breeze itself, soft and warm all over her, like a caress.

			“Tell me what it would take,” she said now. Again. She focused on Jason. On the task at hand. “Tell me what you want and I’ll give it to you.”

			He looked...sinful and dangerous. Deeply, inarguably dangerous. Alarms went off inside her, one after the next, and she had to fight to repress a shiver of unease. Or whatever that feeling was that nipped at her and made her wonder if a person could spontaneously combust, after all. Right here and now in an ugly, forgotten hotel.

			“I appreciate the offer,” Jason said, in that drawling, suggestive voice of his that danced all over her like a terrible fire. Far worse than any tropical breeze. “But I don’t think you can.”

			She told herself the sun and the heat were getting to her, that was all. She was Scottish and she lived in London. She was built for gray skies and buckets of rain, not white-sand beaches and glaringly blue skies without a stray cloud in sight. There had been entirely too much sunshine on her walk from the dock to this sad old hotel, and she was much too pale to handle it. She was experiencing some kind of prickly heat reaction to the weather, nothing more.

			He happened to be here, but he wasn’t the cause of it.

			It was crazy to imagine otherwise.

			“I don’t do business meetings,” Jason told her, and that same insanity swept through her again when his mouth curved, prickly and too hot and clearly not the weather at all. “I’m not into presentations in boardrooms. I hate bankers and proposals and sober contract negotiations. Ad men make me want to break things. I don’t like suits—” and he nodded at her, indicating that he didn’t like hers either “—and I don’t trust anyone who would wear one or sign up to sell snake oil in that kind of place in the first place.”

			There was absolutely no reason Lucinda should feel the sting of that as if he’d slapped her. Who cared what he thought about her outfit or her job? What did overly rich men know about anything besides themselves and their net worth?

			She forced a smile, though she was afraid it wasn’t nearly as bland as it ought to have been. “This kind of input is helpful. Tell me what kind of meeting you like, where you’d like it to take place and how you’d like everyone involved to dress, and I’ll make it happen. No snake oil allowed.”

			Jason’s dark gaze gleamed with a molten gold that was much more dangerous than the breeze or the relentless sun outside. And his grin reminded her of a pirate’s, wide and filled with entirely too much dark intent.

			She couldn’t quite breathe.

			“You might not like my suggestions,” he pointed out in that lazy way of his, layered with sex and sin.

			“I don’t have to like your suggestions,” Lucinda replied tartly. “This is about you. What I like or don’t like is immaterial.”

			“If you say so.”

			And Lucinda had always prided herself on being able to read people. It had been a necessary component of her climb out of the hole of her poverty-stricken childhood. She could read people like a book, and she’d always read them at lightning speed, because that was the only way to avoid her drunken father’s fist or her perpetually bitter mother’s tongue. She’d learned how to avoid the unsavory characters who lurked in the tower blocks, and how to tell the difference between a bored kid and a dangerous criminal when they often looked alike. She’d honed these kinds of skills when she was young and they’d served her well ever after.

			The more she could read her superiors and her clients, the better she could anticipate their needs. The more she did that, the more indispensable she made herself, and that was how a girl from nothing made herself a vice president at a multinational corporation when most of the people she’d grown up with had never made it out of the same housing estate where they’d been raised.

			Lucinda considered her street smarts an essential tool in her kit.

			But she understood it was useless here. With him.

			Jason Kaoki was a mystery. A deliberate one, if she didn’t miss her guess, but a mystery all the same. Because he was lounging around wearing nothing but those low-slung water shorts of his, showing off acres and acres of brown skin and a selection of artistic tattoos. His dark hair was much too long for conventional sensibilities, he grinned far too wide and often, he laughed uproariously at the slightest provocation, and everything about him gave off the impression that he was wide open. Easy and amiable and approachable.

			But the five men he’d already ejected from this island proved that none of that was true. He might laugh loud and long, but it would be a very great fool indeed who imagined he was easy. In any way.

			Against her will, Lucinda found herself wondering why a man who had everything—who had been blessed with all that undeniable athleticism to win himself a place outside his own humble beginnings, instead of having to fight for a way out with a mix of cleverness and desperation as she had—needed to hide in plain sight.

			But that wasn’t her business. The resort she wanted to build here was.

			And this wasn’t the first time in her life Lucinda had been forced to sit with a smile on her face, fighting to remain calm while other people decided her future at their whim.

			As God was her witness, if she could make this work, this would be the last.

			“Okay,” he said, after a lifetime or two. With that same dark gaze heavy on her, like a foot on her neck.

			That was hardly a helpful image, she chided herself. Especially when her body responded to it as if it was something sexual.

			And worse, delicious.

			Lucinda eyed him. “Okay?” she echoed.

			“Okay,” Jason said again. That impossible mouth of his curved and the gleam in his gaze turned considering. Or challenging. “Get changed. We’re going surfing.”

			“Surfing?”

			“I don’t think I stuttered, darlin’.”

			Lucinda battled to keep her feelings off her face. Her palms ached, and she had to glance down to see that she was digging her own nails into her palms. She uncurled her hands. Painfully.

			“You didn’t stutter. But I don’t surf.”

			“Then it’s time to learn,” he told her, all drawl, heat and challenge and something she was very much afraid was anticipation all over him. “Because I don’t trust anyone who can’t ride a wave. And I certainly won’t negotiate with them.”

			Obviously, the last thing Lucinda wanted to do was get in the water.

			She hardly swam at all. She’d learned as a matter of course when she was a teenager, because she’d been born on an island and thought it was ridiculous not to know how to swim if the opportunity presented itself. It had been a practical decision. A matter of survival, like most things involving her childhood and her path out.

			Surfing was something else entirely. The word itself made her bristle at the image of lanky blond men drooping over California beaches, all abs and lazy accents.

			“I didn’t come here to swim,” she told Jason as crisply as possible. “I’m afraid I brought a very limited wardrobe with me, none of it appropriate for water sports.”

			Jason was still lounging there on that couch, like some kind of deity surveying his universe in comfort. Lucinda scolded herself for the thought—but scolding herself didn’t change the fact that was how he looked.

			“No worries.” His easy drawl made her think of heat. Light. The thick, sweet seduction of the tropical air—

			Settle yourself, madam, she ordered herself, aware the voice in her head sounded a great deal like her mother’s.

			“I certainly hope you’re not suggesting I simply toss off all my clothes and leap into the surf like some kind of demented mermaid,” she said tartly.

			And instantly regretted the impulse. It was...not wise to talk about taking off clothes in the presence of a man like this. She understood the magnitude of her mistake instantly. She thought the air was already seductive, but suddenly it seemed to burn. As if there was a clenched hand around the both of them and it started to squeeze tight.

			Lucinda couldn’t breathe. Her eyes felt wet, as if the tension was making her tear up. She felt much too hot to keep lying to herself about prickly heat or sun when she was sitting inside and the only source of heat anywhere around her was Jason.

			Something changed on his face, making him look even more wicked and wild than before. And it didn’t help that there was so much of him. Naked and gleaming and right there—

			She was afraid the fire in her was visible. She had to find a way to freeze or she didn’t know what would become of her.

			“Nudity is always encouraged.” Jason’s voice was a low drawl, as wicked as his expression. “But no need to make yourself sick about it, darlin’. I got you covered.”

			He rose then, shifting from that lounging, lazy posture to his feet in a smooth, athletic shift that made something deep in Lucinda’s belly turn over. And hum.

			She understood something then, in a flash. That this was all an act. That there was nothing about him that was lazy in the least. The lounging, the grinning, the darlin’ and the drawl—these were all masks he wore. To conceal the truth of him that she should have known already. He was a world-renowned athlete.

			A predator, not to put too fine a point on it, in a world of prey, and he apparently liked to hide right there in plain sight.

			He was big, entirely too dangerous, and now he was towering over her in the dim hotel lobby.

			And Lucinda had never been so aware of her own pulse in her life. It throbbed in her wrists, her neck, her breasts, and seemed to glow to the same rhythm in her pussy.

			She stopped pretending there was any possibility that she was going to breathe normally.

			His gaze was still on her and she felt...frozen, but not in any kind of ice. If a bright, white-hot flame was immobilizing, that was what caught her. Held her.

			Had her tipping up her chin to stare him straight in the eye while her imagination went wild. What if he reached down and pulled her to him with one of those outsized hands? What if he took both of those big, capable hands and put them on her body? What if he—

			Jason smirked, that mocking, knowing curve of his wicked mouth that told her she wasn’t the only person who could read others easily. Too easily.

			He didn’t say a word, he simply padded across the hotel lobby. He disappeared behind the scratched, dark wood desk and into what she assumed was some kind of office.

			And he took the storm with him, leaving Lucinda gasping for air in his wake.

			Without him in the lobby, it was nothing but tired, old midcentury furnishings, questionable corporate art and the sound of waves crashing down on the beach outside.

			And she couldn’t tell, for long moments, if it was the waves she heard or her own heartbeat.

			Lucinda got to her feet, feeling as rickety on her flats as she would have if she was wearing impractical stiletto heels. And she hated that she wasn’t sure if her knees would hold her as she made her own way across the lobby floor.

			But she pulled herself together—or near enough—by the time Jason emerged from the back office again. And she would die before she would confess such a thing out loud, but there was a part of her that was grateful he stayed on the other side of the desk when he came out. It wasn’t much, just that long, ambling counter of once-polished wood, but as far as Lucinda was concerned it might as well have been a fortress separating her from him.

			She would take what she could get.

			He tossed a scandalously small handful of brightly colored scraps across the desk and Lucinda found herself staring at them as the soft heap slid along the wood and came to a stop in front of her.

			It took her longer than she cared to admit to understand that it was a bathing costume.

			Part of one, anyway. It was all strings. What wasn’t an actual string was pink and bright and not something Lucinda would ever consider wearing in private. Much less while supposedly conducting business.

			But when she lifted her gaze to his again, she could tell that this, too, was a challenge.

			“It’s called a bikini,” Jason said, as if he was talking to a child. A very dimwitted child. “You put it on and then go in the water. It’s that simple.”

			Lucinda felt something shake, deep inside her, that she was terribly afraid was fear. Panic, even, when she’d been so sure she’d knocked the panic right out of her years ago.

			But there was no sign of any tremor in her hand when she reached out and placed it on the soft, small little pile this man seemed to expect she would put on her body. And then wear right out in the open, in and out of water, where he could see her—

			Lucinda’s mind cartwheeled away from that.

			“How fortunate that you have a selection at hand,” she said crisply, and was proud of her tone.

			He grinned. “People leave the strangest things behind here. But don’t worry. It’s clean.”

			It was an innocuous enough statement, so Lucinda had no idea why it licked through her as if he’d said something dirty. Very, very dirty.

			She forced herself to smile. She hoped it looked cool and controlled, but at this point, she had to focus all her energy on keeping herself from shaking like a leaf. “I appreciate you providing me with some of your castoffs, I do. But I’m afraid that I have a terribly fair complexion. Perhaps you noticed. I came to this island to do a little business, not frolic on the beach. I’m quite certain that if I step outside, I’ll be sunburnt within an inch of my life. In minutes. So thank you, but I do think I had better decline this lovely offer.”

			“Don’t worry, Lucinda.” Jason’s voice was a low rumble. Dark and stirring, and her name in his mouth made her pussy ache. “I have suntan lotion, too. And I’m more than capable of making sure I don’t miss a single spot.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			HE DIDN’T THINK she would do it. He would have bet on it.

			Jason found the skimpiest bikini he could in the leftovers from some party his father—not that he liked to think of Daniel St. George that way, or at all—must have thrown here while he was still alive. Jason told himself that he was doing it to force her to turn around and storm off, leaving him in peace, the way all the others had, because that was the only way he could see this going. No way was Lucinda Graves, Queen of the Tight-Assed Corporate Types, stripping off all her layers of stifling funeral clothes and catching a wave.

			And he definitely wasn’t torturing himself imagining that body of hers, the one that he could barely glimpse there through all her dour swaddling clothes, in a few immodest strings and hopeful triangles.

			A few strings and triangles and nothing else.

			Just like he definitely wasn’t hot and hard and ready to go at the idea of smearing suntan lotion all over her lush little body.

			This was a dare, that was all. To force a conclusion to this little drama so he could go back to his busy schedule of doing absolutely nothing where no one could see him, the better to get his head right. The bikini was a gauntlet, thrown down the hotel desk in bright pink Lycra, and he fully expected her to balk.

			But he’d underestimated Lucinda.

			A surprising fact that made him only that much harder and more interested in this, he could admit. He’d done little more than roll his eyes when his buddy had called him from Fiji to let him know another suit had booked a flight to his island.

			“Another one incoming,” he’d said, laughing.

			“It’s a private island, brother,” Jason had growled. “You could say no.”

			“Where’s the fun in that?”

			Apparently, part of the fun had been failing to mention that this time, it was a woman instead of the usual smarmy dudes. That had been a nice surprise for Jason when she’d walked into the old hotel, without the usual salesman swagger of the others. He’d taken one look at all that porcelain paleness and had wanted nothing more than to get his hands all over her. And leave some marks.

			But then, Jason was well acquainted with his own animalistic urges. Some might say he reveled in them.

			He would never be a monk. But he’d taken this time to sit on a pretty island the father he’d always hated had bought and built a pretty house on to ask himself why he always looked for oblivion. In a bottle. Between a pair of sweet thighs. Testing his adrenaline in high-risk adventures. His mother had called him out after the reading of his father’s will, and Jason wasn’t built to ignore the woman who’d raised him—on her own, because the rich haole who’d literally left her pregnant by the side of the road couldn’t be bothered.

			“You’re so busy making sure you’re nothing like him that guess what?” His mother had shaken her head at him, as if Jason had disappointed her. He would rather she’d slapped him upside his head. It felt about the same. Worse, maybe. Then she’d twisted the knife. “So many women everywhere you go. Do you know their names? Or do you like the fact you’re carrying on his tradition of anonymous encounters everywhere you go? Seems to me you’re just like him, after all.”

			That had sucked.

			Jason had removed himself from all temptation the very next day.

			But what was he supposed to do when temptation wandered onto his very own deserted island? With an agenda all its own?

			He didn’t want to be a piece of shit like his father. But he was only a man.

			He watched Lucinda’s struggle play out across her perfect oval of a face. Her blue eyes gleamed from temper or emotion, and she looked at him like she was considering taking a strip or two out of his hide—or trying—but her flush mouth pressed into a tight line instead. She had a tough little chin, he noticed when she lifted it, high and belligerent like she was ready to fight.

			But she didn’t take a swing at him. She didn’t try to talk him down. Instead, she did the last thing he’d imagined she would do. She reached out and snatched up the tiny bikini from the front desk.

			“You’d best find a bottle of sunscreen, then,” she said in her prissy voice that seemed to wind itself around his cock. He told himself it was only because he’d restricted himself from women at present. That it was nothing personal. But he wasn’t sure his unruly dick got that message. “I won’t be a moment.”

			Jason watched, fascinated and filled with something a little too much like that adrenaline he was supposed to be taking a break from, as she swept around the corner of the front desk and slammed the office door behind her.

			And Jason had been through a lot of shit in his time. He’d been forced to sit and wait for things outside his control to play out when he was younger, and he couldn’t say he’d ever enjoyed the experience. Not when he’d been a young hothead determined to prove that he was worth the life his artistic mother had given up when she’d had to clean hotel rooms to support the both of them. Not when he’d been a member of a team, subject to the whims of his teammates and coaches.

			Not now, either. In these later years, he had cultivated patience. Or the appearance of it, anyway. He’d learned how to breathe. How to relax. How to focus his aggression and attention when needed, and turn it off when it was nothing more than a hindrance. Or that was what he’d been working on here, in his hideaway from the world and the man he was becoming against his will.

			Waiting for a woman to change into a bathing suit shouldn’t have registered at all. It shouldn’t have gotten his blood pumping. And there was absolutely no reason he should feel like a kid, randy and wild, as one moment stretched out into the next and he couldn’t seem to do anything but imagine her...arranging herself into that bikini.

			Would it even cover her? Would she try to wear something over it?

			And his heartbeat was like a drum as he pondered these questions, pounding out a rhythm that seemed to land heavy in his cock.

			Something shifted in him as he waited, making him feel restless and on edge. It took him a minute to figure out that it was a pang of regret.

			That he hadn’t gone with her into that office to help her out of those clothes. That he wasn’t even now treating himself to that first, lush view of all her pale, sweet skin. That he wasn’t the first hit of Pacific sunshine she would get today, his gaze bathing her in light and heat.

			Maybe followed by his mouth.

			He should have laughed at that, he knew. He was Jason Kaoki, for fuck’s sake. He could have any woman he wanted, and had—apparently to such an excess that his mother had felt the need to comment on his life choices.

			“Everyone’s looking for the next Daniel St. George, son,” she’d said, pruning her plants on the lanai of the house he’d bought for her with his first million—though she’d refused to move into it, claiming it was too haole, until somewhere around his fifth or sixth million. “I guess you decided to rise to the challenge.”

			Because Jason’s brand-new half siblings didn’t make half as much noise as he did in the tabloids. The oldest, Thor Ragnarsson, was some kind of Icelandic Viking. He ran a hotel way up there on the top of the world that catered to sexual pleasures among consenting adults, but he rarely made the covers of magazines. The next oldest, Charlie Teller, kept his past murky and his profile low enough to suggest there was a reason he avoided attention. Their half sister, Angelique Masterson, had gone off and gotten herself involved with an honest-to-God prince, which probably would have made more of a splash if the two of them hadn’t spent most of their time off in the prince’s kingdom with a far-better-behaved press corps.

			That left only Jason and a world fascinated with his exploits whether he liked it or not.

			He wanted to change that, sure. He was working on it. But in the meantime there was no reason he should be tied in knots over some prissy accountant-type who’d shown up on a tropical island in a business suit. A dark black business suit. He was taking a break, he wasn’t hard up.

			It was ridiculous. She was ridiculous.

			Which was when she threw open the office door and stepped out into the lobby again, and his head went blank.

			He could feel every drop of blood in his body surge downward, pooling in his cock so fast and so swiftly it was almost painful.

			Jason had received punches to the face and in the gut during his brawling years that hurt less, and had knocked him back less, than the sight of Lucinda standing there in a tiny string bikini he had clearly chosen for no other purpose than to torture himself.

			It was possible he swallowed his own tongue.

			He expected her to cower. To hunch her shoulders over in an attempt to hide herself from view in such a tiny excuse for a swimsuit.

			But not Lucinda.

			Instead of any hunching or cowering or other evidence of insecurity, her too-blue eyes clapped to his and held fast.

			And if he wasn’t mistaken, the look she was leveling at him was a sheer, unmistakable challenge. As if she was taking his dare and making it worse by shoving it straight down his throat.

			Because she didn’t lurk in the shadows. She didn’t try to cover herself. Prissy, prim, uptight Lucinda—because he was sure that was who she’d been when she’d walked into this lobby—sauntered out of the back office like a wet dream.

			Her shoulders were back, giving him a perfect view of those plump, round breasts that should have been a little too much for the bikini top. His palms itched to explore the suit’s structural integrity, but he kept them to himself.

			Barely.

			The brightly striped triangles of the top strained over taut nipples he wanted to taste with his own tongue, and below, another triangle covered her pussy. It left nothing but a string between her ass cheeks while it also told him that she likely sported a Brazilian, because the good stuff was so neatly concealed from his view.

			Everything else was Lucinda.

			God help him.

			When he got his brain out of his cock, all he could think was that she looked like a sculpture. Something carved in marble or ivory, by man’s loving, tender hands.

			He only wished they had been his.

			She was so starkly, distinctively pale, in defiance of all the sun and sand and bright blue sky that made this island what it was. And the spate of golden freckles, tossed here and there over her body, only seemed to draw attention to her ethereal, impossible beauty.

			She’d left her hair slicked back in that killer bun that gave him a headache, but that was an argument for another time.

			Because she came to a sultry kind of stop before him like the goddess of a religion he wanted to practice, suddenly, more than he wanted to breathe.

			She held his gaze, hard and sure. And if he wasn’t mistaken, there was a light of triumph in those sea-colored eyes of hers.

			“Are we surfing?” she asked, with a lilt in her voice that he knew was yet another challenge. “Or are we just going to stare?”

			Jason knew, beyond the shadow of a doubt, that his monastic retreat from the world was over.

			And temptation had won.

			Hallelujah.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			THE ONLY WAY out was through, Lucinda told herself stoutly.

			She would brazen it out no matter what, she’d decided when she’d stepped into the office. She’d never yet backed down from a challenge and there was no way she’d come this far to allow this to be the first time.

			She might have found the bikini distressingly skimpy, but that was all it was: a bathing costume.

			It was only as awkward as she allowed it to be.

			Sheer force of will kept her moving with her head high. She pretended she couldn’t feel the sleek caress of the cool tiles beneath her feet. Or all that thick tropical air, like an intimate caress.

			All over her body.

			Lucinda’s practical, survival-focused swimming lessons had taken place under controlled circumstances, in secure one-piece bathing costumes appropriate to the task at hand. That being learning how not to drown, not showing off her body.

			She might as well have been naked in the ridiculous bikini Jason had given her. He’d clearly expected her to refuse to wear it on those grounds, but what the hell. She’d never been ashamed of her body and there was no reason to change that now.

			Especially not with the way Jason was staring at her, looking nothing short of gobsmacked.

			That would do quite nicely, thank you. A quick strut out of a dusty back office in a questionable string bikini shifted the power balance between them—Lucinda could feel it as easily as she could see it—and that felt a lot like a welcome victory.

			If Jason wanted to stare, she was happy to give him something to stare at. It was nothing to her but another bargaining chip.

			Though if she thought about it too much, she would feel foolish nonetheless—because her research had showed her the sorts of women this man preferred and none of them had skin the color of a dead fish’s underbelly, fetchingly covered in freckles and topped with flaming ginger hair—so she didn’t let herself.

			She swayed toward him, letting one hand drift to the counter beside her, one hip jutting out.

			And watched Jason Kaoki’s famously sultry eyes go black with heat.

			If the price of this kind of power involved flinging herself into the waves and letting the surf dash her to pieces on the beach, Lucinda decided it was well worth it.

			Because the more he stared back at her, fire all over him like a different kind of storm entirely, all she could think to do was burn.

			“I need protection,” she said, and it wasn’t until that gaze of his burned hotter and his expression shifted to something far more male and knowing that it occurred to her that her words could be misinterpreted.

			Or maybe she did know. Maybe, after all these years of practical, dependable choices and considered forward momentum, it turned out that really, all Lucinda wanted to do was light matches and play with fire.

			It cost her to keep her voice cool, but she did it. “For the sun, Mr. Kaoki. I need SPF 50, at the very least. Don’t you think?”

			He looked as if it took him a minute to rouse himself from whatever daydream he had drifted off into. And it didn’t take a lot on her part to figure out exactly what that daydream entailed, since she could feel the kick of it in her own blood.

			And between her legs like a sweet, insistent fire.

			She told herself it was the fact that she was nearly naked, with her ass hanging out and all of her bits on display. It was the fact that the breeze could wash over her, touching parts of her body she wasn’t sure she’d ever bared outside the privacy of her own shower. That was why she felt so animated. So intensely alive.

			Outside herself, she told herself, the way anyone might feel after such a long trip.

			But she knew that wasn’t true.

			What was true was that she felt more inside her own body than she ever had before.

			Lucinda shoved that odd notion aside. Because Jason was moving again. For a brief, terrified instant she thought he was reaching for her—

			And she knew, even as she categorized it that way, that what she felt certainly wasn’t terror—

			But he didn’t put his hands on her, and Lucinda had to swallow back a protest. He pulled open a drawer an inch or so away from her. Then another one, rummaging around until he found a bright orange and blue tube it took her entirely too long to understand was the sunscreen she’d requested.

			Their eyes met. Held.

			“Come on,” he said, his voice gruffer than before. “Let’s go.”

			She wanted to demand that he put the lotion on her here and now, but she didn’t. Maybe because, for all her bravado, she thought that if they stayed here in this dim, deserted lobby—just the two of them—she would find herself in a whole lot more trouble than she’d bargained for.

			She tried to ignore all those clamoring parts of herself that wanted exactly that. And when he started walking out from behind the desk, she followed him. After losing a pitched battle with herself, she stopped pretending she was more high-minded and let herself gaze at the stunning expanse of his muscled, tattooed back as he stalked across the lobby in front of her.

			He was beautiful, full stop.

			And as they walked out from the lobby area onto what once had been a 1950s version of the sort of flowing, open-space lanai that Lucinda wanted to build, he became only more beautiful. As if he was meant to be outdoors on an island just like this one, a part of the sun, the inviting ocean before him and the gleaming white sand that beckoned. He stopped at the edge of the terrace near an old iron railing, his eyes shadowed as the sun beat down on him. He didn’t say a word as he gazed down at Lucinda. He only lifted one of his big hands and motioned for her to turn around with one lazy finger.

			Which is not a sexual act, she snapped at herself.

			She ordered herself to brazen it out, already, and made herself turn her back to him as if she had all the confidence in the world and he was the one finding it hard to keep his tongue in his mouth.

			And as if she wasn’t casually exposing the whole of her backside to him, with nothing but one fragile string across her back and another around her hips to break up his view of...all of her.

			She was facing the sea. Her eyes hurt, from all that glare and deep blue, but she didn’t shut them. She didn’t dare.

			That felt too much like surrender.

			Her heart kicked at her, anticipation and something else she wasn’t sure she could name clattering around inside her and leaving chinks wherever it hit. She heard a click when he opened the tube of lotion. The squeaking sound of the tube as he squeezed it.

			Then there was nothing but the breeze dancing up from the sea, smelling of salt and green. The fragrance of all those brightly colored flowers she couldn’t name because they didn’t bloom in cold, wet Glasgow or gray London. The rattling sounds of the coconuts in the trees, the restless rattling of the palms. She could hear raucous birds in the distance, and the tumble of the surf, but there was nothing else beyond it or beneath it.

			No traffic. No sirens. No people.

			She felt as if she was standing on the edge of the world, and worse still, a steep and dangerous cliff as beguiling as it was deadly. The devil behind her, the blue sea before her, and her own treacherous body smack in the middle.

			This time, when she broke out in goose bumps, she knew he could see them. His low, rich chuckle tumbled over her like a different kind of touch altogether.

			Lucinda didn’t have time to fight it off, because that was when his hands made contact.

			And she stopped breathing.

			He started at her neck. He traced the delicate column down, then spread his big, wide palms out to take in her shoulders. His palms were hot, hotter than the sun beating down from above, and spread fire everywhere they touched.

			And they touched everything. Every inch.

			He traced her shoulder blades, then moved farther down, all along the indentation of her spine. Then he tracked the flare of her hips.

			He covered every inch, then moved lower still. He paused to get more lotion, then slicked those hard, intensely masculine hands over the curves of her ass.

			Lucinda...fell.

			Right off that edge into sheer insanity.

			She stopped worrying about trifling concerns like goose bumps. She stopped trying to control her breath. She let go of her threadbare control as she tumbled fast and hard over the side of the cliff she’d imagined in her head, and the world disappeared.

			There was nothing but here, now.

			There was nothing but Jason Kaoki and his talented, impossibly calloused and tender hands, working their way over every square inch of her overheated skin. He didn’t linger anywhere in particular, which made all the places that longed for his attention heat up, as if in protest.

			And deep inside her, something turned over, then began to hum like an engine, low and insistent and wired to the soft heat between her legs.

			He smoothed his palms down the backs of her thighs, the hollow of knees that already felt too weak, and then down to her calves.

			“Turn around,” he ordered her, his voice like gravel.

			It didn’t occur to Lucinda to disobey.

			She turned and instantly everything was worse. Or maybe better. Certainly hotter, because now there was no pretending that she was standing by herself on the edge of the world having erotic daydreams of a man’s touch.

			A touch she could feel cascading over her, through her, then deep into her. Making her quiver, deep in her pussy. Making her want to shift, run—something to release the impossible pressure building inside her—

			Because he was right there in front of her, big, brawny and almost indescribably beautiful.

			Jason crouched down before her, so tall that he still came up to her chest. And he was so close that when he slicked more lotion on his hands, then looked up, the world shuddered to a halt.

			That pulsing pressure between her legs grew. She could feel it in her toes. Her breasts. Her stiff nipples.

			His eyes were dark fire. And she could see, so clearly, all the things he wanted. All the images that were chasing each other around and around inside his head, as if they were both watching the same movie that starred the two of them.

			But he didn’t do anything except reach for her foot, then start making his way up one leg. Then down the next.

			Each slick slide of his big hand over her flesh made her...tremble. Each lazy, smooth bit of heat collected in her pussy and made her clench her thighs to keep from surrendering to all that pressure and need and longing.

			When he reversed direction and shifted his attention to her belly, he slowed down. Or time did.

			Lucinda knew she was breathing too fast. That she was showing too much and surrendering whatever claim to power she’d had inside.

			That it was entirely possible her body was about to betray her, right here and now.

			But she couldn’t seem to stop herself.

			And she couldn’t seem to care, either. Something she was sure would concern her when this was over. But he was moving higher now, smoothing his way over the slopes of her breasts, and her mind went blank.

			Blank...yet full of color and sensation, all of it spiraling down through her body to wind her tighter and tighter. Her clit was so ripe and ready she might simply tip over that edge all on her own the next time she squeezed her thighs together.

			But she didn’t. Somehow, she didn’t.

			His hands were wicked and left her shaking, yet he never went too far. He was restrained if not strictly clinical—but that only made the heat and need between her legs worse.

			He slicked the lotion, smelling of coconut, over the exposed curves of her breasts and then moved higher, as if he was unmoved either way. Which only made Lucinda feel more exposed. Time ground to a halt as he worked, until there was nothing but the sound of her own breath, the beat of her heart and the rough slide of his fingers over her skin.

			She could feel every touch as if those talented fingers were working her clit.

			And she shuddered, close. So close—

			“Give me your face,” he ordered her, his voice gruff, and Lucinda didn’t understand why it felt like some kind of surrender when she obediently inclined her head toward him.

			Or why she felt like this was another frankly sexual act, the way he smoothed the last of the lotion over her forehead, then her cheeks and jaw. He took extra care with her ears, carefully covering the strip of space behind each one, and even ran his palms over her hair.

			And when he was done, he moved his hands back to her cheeks and held her face there.

			And everything in Lucinda...throbbed. She could feel it in her breasts, her clit and everything in between. She could feel that shuddering inside her, tipping her toward that edge again, sweeping over her and through her in a trembling rush.

			Bright and hot and like some kind of madness, caught up in the light and the breeze and the tumbling waves behind her.

			So close—So close—

			And she knew full well it wasn’t the scenery that made her shiver, it was the man kneeling before her.

			Jason studied her, his dark gaze frank and carnal, and the heat of his palms made her ache. Her breasts were too full, her belly quivered uncontrollably, and her pussy was soaking wet with molten heat.

			And her clit was a breath away from taking her over.

			She wanted him. All of him, so huge and hard and outside her experience in a thousand different ways. Lucinda had no time for seduction. She preferred to throw back a few drinks, then find a likely lad in an upscale bar. Back to his to get off, then out the door.

			This felt nothing like any of those half-drunk encounters, with Lucinda always on top and in control, then gone.

			This felt like melting. This felt wrong, somehow, but delicious all the same, a part of the bright sun and the palm trees overhead and the insistent caress of the air all around her.

			Thousands upon thousands of miles away from everything she knew.

			Lucinda felt electric and helpless all at once and told herself she hated the sensation.

			But that was another lie.

			The truth was that scalding, insistent heat between her legs.

			She was so close—

			But she refused.

			She refused to come like this, from suntan lotion and his hands on her skin. She refused to allow herself to lose the game like that, before she’d even begun to play it. She refused to hand over control.

			She refused.

			Her gaze locked to his, she made herself breathe. She found the rising crest of that tide and somehow, someway, pushed it back.

			Before it could sweep her away where she stood.

			And for a moment there was nothing but the little bit of space between them and the fact she hadn’t come. Because she, by God, was in control of something here. Not the heat. Not what she was wearing. Not whether or not he’d let her build her hotel.

			But Lucinda would come when she wanted to come, thank you.

			“Let’s go, darlin’,” Jason said, low and dark, with too much knowing heat in his gaze and in the curve of his beautiful mouth. Especially when she stared back at him in challenge, daring him to call her on what she’d done. “It’s time to get you out in the water.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			THE WAVES USUALLY brought him nothing but peace.

			No matter what else might have been going on in his life—whether it was football, or simply existing on the mainland that always seemed so far removed from anything he knew—Jason had always found his place in the water. Give him a board and a free hour and he’d find a wave. And with it, a way to get back to what mattered.

			But he’d miscalculated with Lucinda.

			He kept thinking she would back down. But she didn’t.

			He never expected her to put on that bikini and come back out of the office. And once she had, and he’d predictably lost his shit, he’d figured she’d draw the line at his putting his hands all over that tight, curvy little body of hers.

			Instead, she’d refused to give in to the wild heat that was still blazing between them. And she’d come out of it a little bit flushed with SPF 50 all over her, while he felt like a sixteen-year-old kid with a boner in gym class.

			It would have been funny if it was happening to someone else.

			“I don’t know how to surf,” she announced.

			He’d hauled two surfboards down to the water’s edge, pretending the whole time that he wasn’t going out of his way to make himself busy with this most minor form of manual labor just to see if he could calm the fuck down. Newsflash: he wasn’t calm.

			Jason shot her a glance. She was standing there with the Pacific licking at her toes. There was nothing but a string separating her ass cheeks, and her breasts in the bikini top were valiantly fighting gravity. And still she was talking down to him like she was the queen of fucking England.

			“I know how to swim. But I’ve never surfed.” Her blue eyes glinted, a lot like the sunlight on the Pacific all around her, and filled with the same intense challenge. “I’ve never quite seen the point, if I’m honest.”

			“You don’t look for the point in surfing, you just surf. The point finds you when you’re ready.”

			“That almost sounds philosophical.”

			“If you need me to write you a poem about the communion between the waves and the rush, the sea and the sky, you’re never going to get it. And if you’re never going to get it, you might as well get the fuck off my island, Lucinda. Now.”

			Once again, he expected her to look a little bit cowed at that. So of course she didn’t. “I don’t need poetry. But some basic instruction might not go amiss.”

			He was getting wound up, and that wasn’t him. And it wasn’t smart, either.

			Jason had never let his emotions get the best of him. Emotions were fuel, nothing more, and this was no time to change that. Because this woman might look like a sweet dollop of cream slapped down in the middle of the Pacific for no other purpose than to get him hard—to look him in the eye and refuse to come for him—but that wasn’t why she was here. She wasn’t a wet dream come to life. She was one more shark dressed up in business clothes, looking to make him a developer dickhead, just like the old man who was nothing to Jason but a sperm donor.

			Fuck Daniel St. George, and fuck Lucinda Graves, too.

			For some reason, he didn’t just up and say that.

			“Surfing is like most things in life,” he growled instead, scowling at her. “It’s as simple or as complicated as you make it. All you have to do is balance on the board, then stand up and keep balancing. Once you do that, you ride the waves. That’s it. That’s the secret. But how well or how badly you do that entirely depends on you.”

			That chin of hers, entirely too aggressive for a tiny slip of a woman who was likely only as dangerous as that red hair of hers was real, lifted. Suggesting to him that maybe the hair really was natural.

			“I have excellent balance, actually.”

			He shouldn’t have found that at all entertaining. “Do you, now?”

			“I come from a long line of ornery Scottish Highlanders, as a matter of fact. What that means is that I can drink wee drams of whiskey all night long and still walk a straight line.” She lifted one milky white shoulder, then dropped it. “Balancing on a bit of water should be nothing.”

			He laughed at her. Loud and long, and he wasn’t even performing his laugh the way he often did around people who were interested less in him and more in the things he had—his celebrity, his money, his island. It was genuine this time, and like the hard-on that wouldn’t go away, it told him things about this woman and her effect on him that should have scared the crap out of him.

			But he was too busy laughing. “I like your confidence.”

			She smiled at that, which didn’t do anything for his self-control. “I would have thought it was pretty clear that any woman willing to travel forty hours to meet a man who was as likely to kick her off his island as say hello didn’t lack for confidence.”

			There was some kind of foreboding kick in him at that, like an alarm. It went off, and there was no pretending otherwise, but Jason didn’t heed it.

			He heeded a different urge entirely and reached over to smooth his hand over her sleek red hair, hot in the sunshine and still tied back so tightly to the back of her head, like the world would end if it ever tumbled down.

			And he knew. One way or another, he was going to get his hands in all that hair and bring it down out of that tight-assed bun. He could picture it so clearly. Lucinda riding him, those perfect breasts right there to get his mouth on, that hair around him like a curtain, and his cock so deep inside her that he was half-blind with it.

			He felt half-blind now. And he knew.

			It was only a matter of time.

			But that time wasn’t now. And he was going to have to find a way to cut down on all those complications he didn’t want to feel, but did, before they wrecked him. Because he had no intention of letting this woman—or any woman—wreck him.

			That line of thought should have been sobering, but he was in it now. He wanted his hands all over her, and the truth was that Jason had grown accustomed to getting what he wanted.

			Go big or go home, motherfucker, he told himself.

			“Enough talking,” he drawled at her.

			He nodded at the surfboard at her feet. Then stood there, making no particular attempt to hide his smirk as Lucinda eyed the board as if she expected it to rise from its slumber and turn into some kind of alligator. Jaws and all.

			But, of course, she didn’t ask for any help. She didn’t argue with him. She set her jaw at a mutinous angle and then she awkwardly dragged the board into the water, hurling herself through the breakers with more ruthless determination than any kind of skill.

			He was impressed despite himself, because hardheaded women hit him straight in his sweet spot. Whether he liked it or not.

			Jason followed, throwing himself on his board and paddling out into the lagoon, keeping an eye on his redhead as she splashed around, making more noise than headway.

			“Do you need me to tow you out?” he asked after watching her flail, his voice just silky enough to make her glare at him.

			“Well, I don’t know how to answer that, do I?” she retorted, and he was delighted to hear more Scotland in her voice than before.

			That told him two things about her, and fast. One, she had the exact simmering, redheaded temper he’d imagined she did, which made him that much more motivated to experiment with all that fire and fury in bed. And two, that just as he had been forced to ease up on his Hawaiian pidgin and so-called “surfer” accent when he’d headed to the mainland—because all those haole fuckers interpreted his way of talking as evidence of stupidity—Lucinda had clearly done something similar with her accent. He didn’t have to know the history of the United Kingdom to figure that anyone who could sound like that redheaded Disney princess in the cartoon one minute, then cover it up like she belonged on the BBC the next, had a lot of the same issues he did.

			Of course, imagining that their issues matched—or should, if he looked hard enough—told him any number of things about himself he had zero interest in analyzing just then.

			“Are you asking me for help, Scotland?” he asked lazily, ignoring the tightening sensation in his chest as he sat up on his board and relaxed into the roll of the waves beneath him. “Or are you just complaining?”

			“It’s evidently quite important to you that I make a fool out of myself according to your preferred method. I wouldn’t wish to let you down.”

			“I’m out in the water with a nearly naked woman. What letdown are you worried about? The worst thing that’s going to happen to you is that you fall off, and if there’s a God, lose that bikini. I’m here for it.”

			She raised two fingers at him, but he somehow didn’t believe that she was making that particular V for victory.

			And then he sat back and laughed himself silly as his angry, no longer dour or businesslike redhead tried to hurl herself up onto her surfboard.

			He lost track of how many times she scrabbled up, then tried to get to her feet, only to lose her balance and have the board shoot out from under her.

			She fell over and over, splashing into the waves and then paddling furiously to the surface, but she always tried again. She kept muttering out filthy curses in that increasingly more obvious accent of hers, one after the next. Sounding more and more Scottish as she went.

			Jason sat back on his own surfboard, busting a gut laughing and watching the show. When she fell for approximately the nine millionth time, he reached out and caught the tip of her board with one hand as it shot away from her. And he studied her when she bobbed up to the surface, rising and falling with the swell of the water.

			“You about ready to admit defeat?”

			She bared her teeth at him. “Death first.”

			But when she swam over to climb up onto her board again, he reached down and hooked her under one arm. Then hauled her out of the water, up and onto his board. He settled her between his legs, then he reached over and clipped her surfboard to his, countering the jerky little movements she made with his thighs.

			“Are you trying to dump us both in the water?” he asked lazily enough, and snaked an arm around her waist, pulling her back against him. “I don’t think you understand balance. Maybe in a global sense.”

			“Let me guess. You’re going to teach me. It’s my lucky day.”

			Jason figured it was his lucky day, anyway. She was sleek and wet. The breeze had dried him off, which meant she was cool against his chest, and fit there between his thighs a little too perfectly. He wanted to settle his mouth in that place where her neck joined her shoulder. He wanted to push her forward onto her hands, lift that fine ass of hers and settle into her from behind—and who cared if they drifted all the way out to sea?

			But he did none of those things, because he was a goddamn saint.

			“Settle down, Scotland.” She wiggled a little, then stopped when he pressed his thighs tighter against her, and he liked that a whole lot more than was wise. “You need to stop thinking about all the ways you can conquer the surfboard, and more about the way the water’s going to conquer you if you don’t respect it a little more.”

			She scowled over her pale shoulder, gleaming with a new spray of golden freckles. “I thought the entire point of surfing was conquering the bloody water.”

			“We already covered this. Stop looking for the point. Start looking for balance. And because I can tell you’re not going to get this, balance isn’t about conquering anything. It’s about letting yourself become a part of it and taking what you need.”

			This time, Lucinda sighed. “Nothing in your portfolio suggested you were a new-age hippie.”

			She sounded appalled.

			Jason laughed again, and had the distinct pleasure of feeling the way she shivered in response, right there against him. He could see the goose bumps that rose on her neck and snaked down her arms. He was fascinated and more than a little hot himself, but somehow kept himself from licking them up with his tongue.

			“I’m not a hippie, darlin’. I’m Hawaiian.”

			He moved then, setting her farther in front of him on the board, liking how easy it was to lift her and move her where he wanted her. Then he jackknifed himself up, bringing his feet out of the water and onto the board, then standing in a single swift movement that he’d practiced so many times it didn’t require thought. And before she could comment on it or jerk around on the board, he reached down and picked her up, too.

			“What are you doing?”

			And Jason knew that she had no idea how panicked she sounded, or she would probably have bitten off her own tongue.

			He kept hold of her. “Relax.”

			“Right. Because, first of all, everyone relaxes on command. The best thing to say to someone when they’re not relaxed, in fact, is relax in exactly that tone. That does the trick, every time.”

			“Stop talking, Lucinda.”

			He pulled her close to him again, with one big hand on that soft, sweet belly of hers. And he wanted nothing more than to eat up the way she shuddered, then flushed red. Everywhere.

			But he didn’t put his mouth on her the way he wanted to do. Instead, he held her there, keeping the board balanced beneath them as they floated.

			“You don’t fight the waves. Fighting them is a quick way to end up face down in the water. You feel them. Every one of them.”

			He could feel her tense. Every sweet little curve of that lush body of hers, wound up and ready to fight no matter what he said. But instead of hurling something back at him, she only shuddered again, holding her arms out from her sides.

			Like she’d seen surfing on television once.

			“Good girl,” he murmured approvingly, and then grinned at the little noise she made in response to that. “Balance,” he said again. “You’re never going to beat a wave into submission. But you can ride it.”

			And for a while, all they did was stand there like the surfboard was a paddleboard and let the ocean do its thing. One wave after another lifted them up, then brought them down again. Over and over, without end.

			It was the rhythm of his life. It was his own heartbeat, there in his chest.

			It was what brought him back to himself and it was why he’d come here, where no one was around to snap pictures of him or get in his face about his father or football or both, so he could find that heartbeat again.

			But helping Lucinda find that same rhythm charmed him, somehow. And made his actual beat a little faster.

			Eventually, Jason let go of her and let her find her feet on her own. Once she got the hang of that, he jumped off the board, leaving her to do it on her own. When she had that down, he unclipped the boards and pulled himself onto the other one so he could watch her.

			“Now what?” she demanded, her body in the correct position, if far too rigid. And the frown on her face a clue that she wasn’t anywhere close to relaxed or balanced.

			But he gave her points for trying.

			He pointed at the water. “Now you jump in and climb up on your own.”

			It took her a few tries to get in the water and pull herself out, then stand up on the board, finding her feet beneath her.

			“Good job,” he said. “Now you catch a wave.”

			“‘Catch a wave,’” she muttered, as if he’d said catch a star, or something. “Right. I’ll just catch one, shall I?”

			But he knew she would, because for all the muttering and the scowling, she kept trying. She never flipped out. She simply fell down and got up again. Over and over and over.

			It was impossible not to admire her.

			Or want to get his hands on her again, with more desperation than he was comfortable admitting, even out here where there no witnesses to his foolishness but the waves and the sky.

			“You’re going to start paddling,” he told her. And realized when he heard the intensity in his own voice that he was entirely too invested in this woman doing the very thing he’d wanted her to fail at before. He wanted her to get up. He wanted her to ride the wave. He wanted her, and he didn’t know how to handle that. So he ignored it. “When you feel the wave pick you up, you get up and you ride. Got it?”

			“It’s that simple, is it?”

			Though her voice was skeptical, they had been out in the water too long. No matter how grumpy she sounded, she obeyed him.

			Jason liked that a whole lot more than he should have.

			“It’s that simple,” he promised her. Gruffly.

			And when the next wave came, he put his hand on the back of her board and threw her into it.

			Then watched with an intoxicating mix of pride and greed as his tight-assed little redhead pulled herself up, balanced herself beautifully and rode her first wave all the way into shore.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			LUCINDA HAD EXPECTED surfing to be a grim, brutal exercise.

			Like anything else she had done to claw her way and her current position, she’d assumed it would be unpleasant and if she was lucky, she could look back on it with a certain smugness born of having survived it. There was always some or other feat to perform, so she could prove herself to whoever it was who held the thing she wanted and thereby convince them to give it to her.

			There was always a test. Always a series of hoops to leap through.

			She’d expected surfing, of all things, and in a micro-bikini, to be no different.

			It had never even crossed her mind that she might enjoy doing something she’d always viewed as remarkably, even laughably, pointless.

			But the truth was, it felt like flying.

			Better.

			And at some point, she would have to think about Jason’s laughter, or the way he touched her. The way he pulled her against his body and the unmistakable proof of his arousal that he’d neither thrust against her nor hidden. Nor, for that matter, apologized for.

			As if all that sexual awareness that wound around the two of them was as matter-of-fact as the water. The sky. Just nature, doing its thing.

			She would have to think about all of that, certainly. And she’d been firing off speeches in her head, one after the next, each more haughty and self-possessed than the last—

			But then she caught that wave.

			And everything changed.

			Because it felt better than flying.

			It felt like joy.

			Something in her chest expanded, bigger and brighter than anything she’d ever felt before, until she was sure her ribs had to crack wide open to let it out.

			It was that mad hurtle, blue below and blue above, in a rush of exhilaration.

			When she made it to shore that first time, she turned right around and headed back out.

			And did it again and again.

			The truth was, she never wanted it to end.

			There were too many things to think about once she came out of the water. Her position at her company. Her ambition. What she had riding on convincing an impossible man to do something he very clearly didn’t want to do. The fact she hadn’t slept or ate in a very, very long time.

			Too many things, none of which seemed to matter or stick to her as she let the waves lift her and hurl her toward the sand as if she was one of them.

			It wasn’t until Jason caught her by the arm, after her last marvelous ride that was still humming in her and making her giddy, that she came back down to earth with a thud. Or maybe it wasn’t earth, exactly, with that big hand wrapped around her upper arm and his dark gaze on hers.

			And in her, too.

			Reminding her of what had almost happened earlier with an electric jolt.

			She’d lost track of how much time she’d spent out on the water. How many times she’d let the waves pick her up and take her on that amazing rush of a journey. But she knew it was enough that she’d completely forgotten to grumble to herself about what a chore it was to have to prove herself to yet another man with power over her.

			That should have scared her, but she’d forgotten to let that happen, too.

			She’d been aware of Jason, of course. She’d been simply riding the waves as she caught them and proud of herself that she stayed standing, but he was...art.

			As if he and that board and the sea were all one, working together to create a kind of magic. Art and skill and raw beauty blended into one—

			But it didn’t pay to think too closely about Jason Kaoki, Lucinda reminded herself sharply. It made her aware of the way the sun felt heavy on her eyelids, as if all that shine had weight. Of the greedy thing between her legs that pulsed and hummed, hot and ready, still.

			This close, if she would just...

			The fist of lust that punched deep into her gut, and didn’t let go, seemed heavier than before. But she refused—again—to let it take her down.

			“Enough.” And his voice was another problem, heavy like the sun and with as much potential to scar her. “The tide’s changing. And even if it wasn’t, sunscreen doesn’t last forever.”

			She might have argued with him—and she opened her mouth to do just that—but he didn’t stick around to debate the matter. He scooped up her board under one arm, his under the other, and sauntered up onto the beach again as if neither one of them weighed more than a twig.

			She followed him onto the sand, scowling and annoyed that she had no other option unless she wanted to float about like a hapless jellyfish. It wasn’t until her feet sunk into the white sand again that she realized how deeply tired she was. But this time, in a different way than she’d been before, fresh off the plane.

			This time it felt wilder. She was exhausted, yes, but she still felt connected to the ocean all around them. Humming with it, somehow.

			For some reason, that made her even more furious.

			Jason walked up to the edge of the beach to put his surfboards onto a rack there, beneath a canopy stretched between two palm trees. And Lucinda followed because that was why she was here.

			But suddenly, she was outraged by that fact. There was something scooped out and hollow beneath her ribs and it was making it hard to breathe.

			“Did I pass your test?” she demanded, moving from the sand onto the grass, as he wrestled the boards into their proper places.

			Well. He didn’t wrestle. He was so strong the boards looked like they were made of Styrofoam.

			Lucinda had been gearing up to unleash a little of her temper, but she couldn’t seem to hold on to whatever had been poking at her as she’d trudged across the sand. Instead, she was caught by the play of muscle, brown skin and dark black tattoos that made up his astonishing back.

			She felt her own breath go shallow. And that hollow place inside her chest changed, too. Intensified, maybe, until it was gleaming and wild and intimately connected to that delicious ache in her pussy.

			This is a professional interaction, no matter how unorthodox, she lectured herself.

			But she was standing there practically naked with some wild current she barely understood streaking through her like lightning, one strike after the next, and words like professional didn’t seem to have much meaning.

			Jason turned back to her at last, raking that dark hair back from his face.

			He was so beautiful she thought her knees might give out. She could admit that to herself, but she was made of sterner stuff than that.

			She’d already proved it once today, when she’d refused to let herself come simply because he was touching her. She would keep proving it, because collapsing at his feet in a heap of sunburned flesh and legless need wasn’t quite the power play she was going for here.

			“Well?” She made her voice much sterner than she felt, and told herself feeling anything at all was a betrayal. “Did I acquit myself appropriately? This was a game to you, I assume. Did I win?”

			“You got to spend hours surfing at an unspoiled beach pretty much by yourself,” he replied, his lazy drawl made of pure fire while his dark eyes glittered. “Some people would call that winning.”

			“What would you call it?”

			“A decent start.”

			Her heart thumped at that, hard. Because that wasn’t a demand that she leave, and now. It wasn’t a smirk and a no. And anything that wasn’t a direct no was just a yes in waiting, her first boss had always said.

			Lucinda had taken that to heart. She smiled at him, and reminded herself that she was, in fact, practically naked. Why not use it?

			Maybe her smile got a little flirty. Maybe she shifted her weight to her advantage. Whatever worked.

			“Does that mean you plan to give me more opportunities to convince you, I hope? Or will I have to fly back to Fiji on a tiny little puddle jumper wearing nothing but this?”

			She didn’t know why she said that, much less in that tone—not breathy, because she was a woman of action who was never breathy, but it was close.

			Until his expression changed, that was.

			That smile of his turned dangerous and there was something about the way he held that predator’s body of his. She couldn’t have explained to another person what it was, or how it changed, only that it did.

			With almost too much heat to bear. So much heat she was terribly afraid she would melt into a puddle right there at his feet.

			Part of her even thought that would be a relief. Then she’d simply evaporate and not have to navigate this electric, sensual line with him.

			“The bikini belongs to me, Lucinda,” Jason said after a long, hot moment with his gaze all over her like she was already naked and spread out beneath him. “I don’t think I’d like it to wander off to Fiji.”

			She had the insane, likely overly optimistic thought that he wasn’t actually talking about a bloody swimsuit.

			“Excellent,” she said, instead of giving in to all that melting. Even though her eyes felt slicked with it. And her nipples were so tight they hurt. “Shall I pick a room in the hotel, then?” His gaze darkened, which shouldn’t have been possible, and she hurried on. “To stay in, of course, while I try to convince you.”

			“Only if you want to camp out with no electricity or running water.”

			She shrugged, and wasn’t the only one who was entirely too aware of how her breasts swayed with the movement.

			“Is that another test?” She tried to make herself sound bored. Or unbothered, at the very least.

			“Why would your ability to squat in an abandoned building convince me of anything?”

			“Why did you insist we get in the water? That seems even more random, doesn’t it?”

			She expected a lazy smile. Some throwaway comment. But instead, something flashed across Jason’s fallen-angel face that she wished she could understand.

			“I learned a lot about you out there. You’re tenacious. Stubborn as hell, in fact, but when given new information, you don’t insist on clinging to the old. You’re adaptable. And you’re not afraid to use your body. Or throw yourself face-first into new sensation.”

			Her heart was acting up again, but she didn’t want to follow the sudden urge she had to reach up and cover it with her palm. Because he saw too much already, and he didn’t need to know how vulnerable she felt.

			She wished she didn’t know it.

			“All that from a dip in the sea and some paddling about?” It was a fight to keep her voice light. “What’s next? Will you tell me all the details of my childhood trauma after you watch me walk along a garden path?”

			“Maybe later.”

			He reached out then, and Lucinda knew with every cell in her body that she should dodge that hand of his. She should do whatever it took to keep him from touching her, because if he did, again, she would...but she didn’t dare finish that thought. And she didn’t dodge him, either.

			Just as she didn’t question why she’d raised the issue of childhood trauma in the first place.

			Or why that heat in his dark gaze gleamed with something new then that looked far too much like compassion.

			She wanted to scream at that until it went away, but she didn’t do that either.

			“I’m hungry, Lucinda. Are you?”

			Even as Jason asked that question, his hand curled around one side of her neck, his thumb moving up and across her jaw to trace her bottom lip.

			Once, then again.

			Lucinda understood that she had only played with fire before. Sunscreen, his hands and jumping on and off surfboards in a friendly sort of sea the temperature of a bath. All very tame, really.

			Because it was nothing next to this.

			He was staring down at her, his mouth unsmiling and a blaze in his dark gaze.

			As if he was daring her not to burn into ash where she stood.

			Some part of her thought it was already too late.

			“To clarify,” she heard herself ask in her most prissy, posh, put-on British accent, “are you talking about food, then? Or...?”

			“Hunger is hunger, Scotland.”

			“I feel certain there’s an argument to be made there. But either way, I like to be prepared.”

			She had the sense of his laughter, that great, glorious, raucous sound that could scare the birds from the trees, though he didn’t make any noise. Still, it was there in his dark eyes. In the way he looked down at her, his wide shoulders blocking out the sky.

			“I’m hungry,” he told her, his voice as black and rich as the volcanic rock scattered all over the island, looking deceptively soft when it was the opposite. “I want food. And then, like as not, I’m going to want to fuck. But I think you know that already.”

			His thumb moved lazily over her jaw, as if he was already moving inside her. As if it was a preview of that thick, deep surge she was already imagining.

			Obsessively.

			And Lucinda’s mouth was too dry. She couldn’t seem to find her tongue. She couldn’t tell where she ended and he began, not when there was so much blazing tension between them that it felt like some kind of new element. Volcanic like everything else here.

			“I take it that you mean me,” she said, what felt like a thousand years or so later. In a thin, reedy sort of voice that didn’t sound like hers at all. “You want to feed me. And then...”

			“Fuck,” he supplied without a shred of shame, a hint of a curve in the corner of his mouth. “Yes, Scotland. I want to fuck you. A lot.”

			“Is this how you negotiate, generally speaking?”

			“It hasn’t been. But there’s something about you that makes me want to make an exception.”

			She should have been horrified. Outraged and appalled, certainly. She should have screamed me too in his face and taken to the internet in a blaze of fury. But once again, she seemed to lack a certain affronted prudishness. A weapon was a weapon, after all.

			And she was the one in a string bikini with her ass hanging out. An outfit she had chosen to wear, then frolic about in, when she could so easily have declined his offer and played it from there.

			She hadn’t wanted to decline. She’d wanted what she’d gotten, which was his full and unwavering attention.

			She still wanted it.

			But she also wasn’t an idiot.

			“And what happens if I fuck you?” she asked, and it was her turn to sound a little lazy. “Do I get to build my resort in all this paradise?”

			He laughed at that, out loud this time, and sure enough a set of birds pelted themselves out of the nearest tree, squawking all the way. “That would have to be some fuck. Are you sure you can live up to that standard?”

			“Are you afraid you can’t?”

			This time, his laughter was a dark flame all its own.

			And she was running out of ways to burn. Lucinda was beginning to worry that the only logical next step was implosion.

			“I don’t really do tit for tat,” Jason drawled, his hand still hot and pressed against her skin. “As tempting as it sounds, I don’t use my dick as currency. Which is a good thing for you, darlin’, because I don’t think you could afford me.”

			She opened her mouth, but he shifted his thumb and pressed it against her lips, shutting her up.

			But she could have stepped back. She could have slapped his hand away. Hell, she could have bit him.

			All of those things would require she want him to let go of her, however. And Lucinda...didn’t.

			“Here’s how this is going to go down,” Jason said, all rumble and dark promise. “I’m going to take you back to my house, which has food, electricity and a shower. My buddy already flew back to Fiji today. One way or another, you’re spending the night. How you want to spend it, and where, is up to you.”

			“But the resort—”

			He shook his head. “I don’t do strings, Lucinda. Or bargains. I’ll let you decide if you think getting a piece of that ass will soften me up or not. I can’t guarantee it either way.”

			“What if that’s not good enough for me?”

			And somehow she wasn’t surprised when all Jason did was shrug, then drop his hand. “It wouldn’t be the first time I used my hand. I know it won’t be the last. I’ll live.”

			And then he turned and left her there as he headed back up toward the empty hotel.

			“Am I supposed to follow you?” she called out after him. “Is this yet another test?”

			He turned back, though he didn’t stop walking, and his smile was enough to make her heart stop, as wide as the arms he stretched out like he was taking over the whole damned world.

			Or maybe just her.

			The bastard.

			“You need to do you, Scotland,” he told her, but there was that laughter in his voice again, as if he already knew what she’d choose. As if all of this was inevitable. “I already told you what I want. The question you need to ask yourself is what you want in return.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			BEFORE SHE’D SET foot on this island, Lucinda had known exactly what she wanted. It had been a clear path: find Jason Kaoki on his private island, convince him to build the resort of her dreams, ascend to a higher, better level of the life she’d always wanted. And in all those hours of travel, it had never occurred to her that things might go differently—because she was very, very good at getting what she wanted.

			That was how she’d risen out of her dreamless, upsetting childhood in the first place.

			Now she was running on a combination of fumes and surfing and Jason Kaoki’s dangerous hands all over her might-as-well-be naked body—and that straight, obvious path seemed a good deal less clear.

			She ordered herself to get her head on straight, but after all that time tumbling around and around in the sea, she wasn’t sure what direction that was anymore. She followed Jason back up into the dim hotel lobby instead, hanging back as he went into the office and reemerged with a soft pile of dark black that it took her moments to realize were her own clothes.

			And surely she should have been embarrassed by the fact that he was now holding her panties and bra in those hands of his... But she was all embarrassed out, it seemed. That was what happened when a person spent hours barely dressed in a string bikini, climbing on and jumping off a surfboard out in the water. She had precious few inhibitions left. Lucinda eyed the clothes in his hands. Then she lifted her gaze to the fire in his and let the flames simmer there between them for another breathless moment that felt a whole lot like forever.

			At some point she would have to get used to all this...intensity, wouldn’t she?

			Or it will kill you, a dour voice inside her chimed in.

			Jason didn’t say a word. He came back around the counter and thrust her clothes into her arms. Though he didn’t explicitly tell her to follow him, Lucinda felt that was his clear intention when he moved toward the doors. She found herself hurrying along behind him, having to work overtime to keep up with his long, deep stride though she’d always considered herself a fast walker. He was just that tall. A saunter on him made her have to think about running.

			And there was no reason that innocuous, innocent thought should have made her breath catch again, but it did.

			He waited when they reached her bag as she bent down and shoved her armful of clothes into its main compartment. And when she straightened, he swept the bag up in one hand and headed back out into the sun. It struck Lucinda as a kind of thoughtless, matter-of-fact chivalry. As if he hardly knew he was doing it.

			And it made her throat ache, because she was used to doing for herself in all matters, great and small. Her father had never carried a thing but his own drink. The many men she’d worked for had never offered any kind of courtesy without strings attached. There were no offhanded displays of chivalric impulses.

			Lucinda had to frown ferociously to keep that same ache from flooding her eyes, thank you, sure that this was more evidence that she needed to sleep—and fast—before she became someone else entirely. Someone soft and feminine and fluttery who might actually weep over a man carrying her bag.

			The very idea should have made her laugh.

			It was surpassingly odd that she didn’t.

			She followed him instead. Jason didn’t have any shoes on, but his bare feet were clearly used to the abuse of the old, cracked concrete outside, because he didn’t slow down when he hit it. And by the time Lucinda picked her careful way after him on her soft, complaining toes, he had already gone around the side of the building. He disappeared beneath an overhang she hadn’t noticed on her way in and drove back out again moments later in an open-topped Jeep.

			He pulled up beside her, then looked at her like a cautionary tale brought to vivid life. He might as well have been waving a sign that read BEWARE STRANGE MAN IN CAR WHO WILL TURN YOU INSIDE OUT WITHOUT TRYING.

			Lucinda assured herself it was no more than another Pacific breeze that trickled down the entire length of her back then, making her want to stiffen against it, then run for her life.

			She did neither one of those things. Because she was on a deserted tropical island far, far away from anything and there was nowhere to run, for one thing. And because her feet were burning and walking around without any shoes on was surprisingly uncomfortable, for another.

			She ignored the sensation flooding her, from the soles of her feet to her traitorously soft pussy and, higher still, to the heart that was going wild in her chest. At least none of these things showed, or she hoped they didn’t, as she pulled open the passenger door—which took her a moment to locate, as it was on the wrong side of the vehicle—and climbed up beside him.

			Very much as if she had her own sign, and it read something like ABSOLUTE IDIOT.

			She was then deeply grateful that Jason drove a Jeep, because it was wide open to the island around them. And that meant that when he put it into gear and started driving, it was noisy. Too noisy for any more pointed, barbed conversation with all that fire between each syllable.

			Lucinda didn’t have to pretend to be cool, unbothered and aggressively at her ease. There was no conversation at all, so she wasn’t required to watch her tone and mind her words. There was only the wind in her ears, tugging at her hair so that wet strands pulled free and blew all around her. She had seen this coveted spit of land from the air, a stunning little jewel in the middle of all that deep blue water, and she’d seen the pristine beaches all around.

			But settled back in the passenger seat of Jason’s Jeep that he navigated with one lazy arm looped over the steering wheel, she finally looked around and saw the island itself. There had once been an active volcano here, leaving the hills steep and covered in green all these years later. The jungle was everywhere, in the thick scent of growing things, the exultant plants and glorious flowers that Lucinda had never seen back home. They were too big here. Too bright, in too many colors.

			The road, such as it was, hugged the beaches. Jason drove away from the old hotel, bumping his way over dirt and grass on the rutted track before rounding a point that stretched out into the water, made of the same dark, volcanic rock that burst out from beneath the green everywhere Lucinda looked.

			When the road ended a while later, he turned up toward the hills. He wound his way around the side of another steep, green incline, climbing until they were far above the same rocky point they’d passed below.

			The jungle opened up over a grassy bluff and the house that sat there, surrounded by gleaming green lawns that edged up against the thick jungle on all sides and nothing else in any direction but the brooding blue sea.

			Lucinda caught her breath. It was the most beautiful house she’d ever seen in her life. It was all polished dark wood and windows, somehow looking as if it was meant to be here on the top of this mountain with a view of eternity. As if it had been crafted here, the same as the steep hills around it or the shore below.

			The main house sprawled out in an easy sort of U shape, claiming the flattest part of the bluff. But Jason didn’t drive up to the front door. He skirted the side of one wing, then drove a bit farther up the hill to one of several tidy, smaller houses that nestled half in and half out of the jungle.

			“Shower, change, whatever,” Jason told her after he’d leaped from the Jeep, carried her bag to the front door of the nearest cottage and swung it open for her. Lucinda trailed after him, feeling more than a little loopy, and telling herself it was the jet lag.

			But as he towered there over her, blocking the door to the cutest little cottage she’d ever seen with those wide, sculpted shoulders of his, she acknowledged that maybe the loopiness had nothing to do with air travel or time zones at all.

			That maybe, just maybe, it was him.

			“Whatever,” she said. Echoing him.

			Or possibly, making a choice.

			“There’s a fully stocked bar.” His dark eyes gleamed. “Feel free to choose your poison. When you get hungry, come find me.”

			She turned because that was easier than holding his gaze. She blinked at the great house that was now below her, and the unbroken expanse of the Pacific in the distance.

			“Is it a game of hide-and-seek, then? Will you be tucked away in a closet somewhere?”

			“I’m not one for staying in the closet.” He let out a belt of that laughter of his that did things to her defenses that she was afraid to look at too closely. For fear that there would be nothing left but rubble where they’d once stood. “I’m pretty much upright and out loud about everything I do, Lucinda. That I can promise you.”

			“If you don’t hear from me for a week, you can assume that I got lost in the west wing of your mansion and likely require medical assistance,” Lucinda replied crisply, because it was that or start wondering what sorts of things he was so up-front about. So out loud. “Or am moldering away in the attic like the family ghost.”

			“You won’t have any trouble finding me. If you could make it to the island, I figure you can make it through the house, too.” His mouth curved. “And I don’t believe in ghosts, either. If you want to haunt me, you can do it to my face.”

			“That’s not really a haunting, then, is it?”

			“Depends on how you do it,” he said, all drawl and heat.

			And Lucinda expected some kind of grand exit. Something suitably dramatic while she was still wearing so little, as a fitting end to this wild rush of a day. A fierce kiss, perhaps, to underscore his power—

			Or your own longing, something inside her chimed in, much too knowingly.

			But all he did was wheel around, then jump back into his Jeep with another display of that mouthwatering, athletic grace that she suspected she’d be replaying in her head for some time to come.

			And he drove off, leaving Lucinda to stand there on the threshold of the lovely little cottage, vibrating with need and hunger and all kinds of things she had no intention of doing anything about. Ever. And certainly not with him.

			No matter how much she wanted to.

			Inside, the cottage had high ceilings with fans to move the air around and was done up in light colors to make it all seem that much breezier. She gave herself a stern talking-to as she wheeled her bag in, then set up in the master bedroom with its high bed and floating canopy, and a view from the windows that made her sigh.

			She lectured herself into the bath, where she took a shower to get the salt out and combed her fingers through her hair at last, despairing of the state it would be in when she got out. Then she sat down for a soak in the tub, filling it with lovely potions that turned to bubbles, smelling of coconuts and fruity drinks.

			And kept right on making speeches to herself.

			Yes, she’d put on that bikini and pranced around, and she’d definitely encouraged his attention. Not to mention his hands on her.

			It had been important to stay in control earlier. To keep herself from coming to prove that she could—and to further prove that he was only as in charge as she wanted him to be. She wasn’t sure she believed that, entirely, but she’d wanted to prove it and she had. But now it was time for the next step. She had no qualm whatsoever with sleeping her way into the resort she wanted. She’d been accused of doing it a thousand times already, because she was a woman who’d risen through the ranks, and so many people imagined that could happen only one way.

			It hadn’t.

			“Certainly not,” she said out loud as she climbed out of the bath and wrapped herself in a big, fluffy towel, so soft it nearly made her eyes prick with those lurking tears. The very thought of sleeping with her selection of bosses was deeply, deeply unappealing—just as it had always been. “The suggestion was more than enough, thank you.”

			Lucinda had always held herself as perfectly willing to use her body to get what she wanted. She’d believed she would, given the right set of circumstances, because why not? It was her body to do with as she pleased.

			She simply hadn’t found the right circumstances.

			Here in this cozy cottage tucked away in paradise, she worked a comb through the heavy, sodden mass of her hair and wondered if she’d finally found those circumstances. But unlike every other time she’d asked herself if she was ready to cross that line, she couldn’t help but wonder if the fact she was leaning toward a no was about her sudden desire to be as professional as possible with a man who had no interest in rules, or—and something pinged in her when she got there—fear.

			Because Jason was nothing like the men who had flirted with her before at all different levels of business. Jason bore no resemblance whatsoever to middle managers or overly familiar VPs.

			Lucinda had never been afraid to use whatever weapon she had on hand, which had so far meant there had been no need to pull out the biggest guns. Not when it was so easy to smooth her way into a deal with a suggestive smile, or a bit of banter that Human Resources would likely frown upon.

			Jason was different. He was significantly more frank and direct than any of the men she’d known. And she suspected that such frankness would translate into the way he touched her, too.

			Hell, she already knew it would. She’d had actual sex with men that was less erotic and carnal than the way Jason had put smoothed sunscreen on her skin. He’d had her trembling on the edge of an orgasm without even touching her nipples or her clit.

			Lucinda blew out a breath, aware that was shaky and insubstantial. It made her laugh at herself and all this...tottering she was doing here. As if the sand and the sea had taken her knees out from under her, or he had, and she couldn’t find her way back to solid ground. But she had to, so she would.

			Of course she would.

			She left her hair in its natural state of despair, curling this way and that down past her shoulders, as she helped herself to one of the decadent robes hanging there in the bathroom suite. She slipped it on, then padded back out to the bedroom, sighing a little—again—as the view captured her. She didn’t dare test out that bed, because she knew she wouldn’t get up again if she lay down, so she moved to the big, French-style windows that made up the length of the cottage’s outside wall, and pushed them open.

			Once the windows were thrown wide, the bedroom sprawled out onto its own private lanai, with a trellis on one side covered in flowering vines and that glorious view everywhere else. She moved over to the chaise that had been set at the perfect angle to watch the sea and the sky and sat down for just a moment, pulling her legs up beneath her.

			She meant to sit for only a second, to inhale that incredible view and maybe settle herself a bit while she did.

			But when she opened her eyes again it was dark.

			It was dark. There were more stars than she could make sense of up above her. And all her limbs were heavy, suggesting she’d been asleep for a long while.

			Lucinda was confused, but she swung her feet around and got them on the floor again, realizing only as it bounced around her shoulders that her hair had dried on its own. She didn’t have to look in a mirror, she knew what a horror she’d visited upon herself. It would be impossible curls for days, spiraling around all over the place and making her look like a banshee.

			And nobody was looking to open a luxury resort with a banshee.

			She felt stiff and far older than her twenty-eight years as she rose to her feet. She yawned so hard her jaw cracked and then her heart kicked at her, because she didn’t know what day it was. Or what time it was.

			Or if she’d missed her chance with Jason because she’d tumbled off into an unexpected sleep of the dead.

			Talk about a rookie move.

			Lucinda scrubbed her palms over her face, then staggered back into the bedroom. She swept up her watch from the nightstand where she’d left it, holding it as she kept going so she could peer out the front windows of the cottage. The main house sat there before her, lit up against the night. Better still, there were the perfect tiki torches of her dreams lighting up the path that led down to it.

			A glance at her watch told her it was half past nine, coming up on ten.

			She had slept for more than eight hours.

			Straight. And possibly without moving.

			She hurried back into the bedroom, flipping on the lights as she went. Then she stared at herself critically in the big mirror that was propped against the interior wall of the bedroom, no doubt to reflect the sea and the sky back to whoever stood there, the better to feel lost in all that blue.

			But tonight she was more focused on the banshee before her and what she could do—and quickly—to sort out her appearance. Her hair would take hours to blow-dry and then straight-iron into submission. And Jason had made his derision about her professional clothes perfectly clear back at the hotel.

			She didn’t have to go through her bag to know that what she’d brought with her was little better. Lucinda had an office uniform she preferred and she wore it exclusively. She hadn’t cared that everyone else had stripped down when the company had gone to Spain. She’d maintained her usual look. But for some reason, it all seemed wrong now she was here.

			Or she did, now that she’d woken up in all this tropical splendor, with the night air soft and thick against her as she moved. The idea of trying to strap herself into a pencil skirt made her want to cry.

			Which was obviously the hunger talking, she told herself sternly. Because despite evidence to the contrary on this island, Lucinda was no crier.

			She went over to the closet in the bedroom and wasn’t particularly surprised to find lengths of fabric hanging there when she opened the doors. Because of course every possible detail had been thought of here. This was exactly what she wanted a resort to feel like to its guests. Home, but better.

			The fabric before her was as soft as it was appealing. Different sarongs, if she wasn’t mistaken, in bright colors, featuring glorious printed flowers and vaguely tribal patterns. She chose something in blue, wrapping it around her breasts to make a sundress and tying it off with a knot. Her hair was more of a challenge, but she managed to scoop it all up. Then she fashioned a far messier sort of bun than she would ever have been caught dead in elsewhere, piled up high on top of her head.

			And found herself breathless yet again, as she stared at the creature before her in that mirror.

			She looked bohemian. Wild. She wasn’t sunburned as she’d expected she would be—as she usually was after any exposure—but her skin was no longer its usual shade of shocking white. She almost...glowed. And her freckles had come out, everywhere, making her look near enough to golden. If she squinted.

			She hardly looked like herself, really.

			And what was scariest about that was that the notion didn’t terrify her the way she knew it would have back in London. She had worked so terribly hard to make herself the very particular, very sternly monitored version of Lucinda Graves that she’d been for years now—all work and very controlled play.

			But she was in Jason’s world now. And it didn’t matter whether or not she adhered to her own strict standards. What mattered was that she found a way to work her way into his.

			This was nothing more than a costume.

			“The proper uniform to get the job done,” she told herself staunchly.

			But she was far too aware of the whisper of her thighs against each other as she walked out of the cottage and headed down the path into the sweet, inviting night. She was aware of the movement of her hair on her head, when she preferred to keep it slicked down so tight and so hard that she never felt it at all. She was aware of the air against her skin, the breeze from the sea, carrying salt and green and flowers to swirl all around her. Even the light seemed different here, dancing on the end of the torches as they lit her way. More mysterious. More seductive.

			More dangerous, she snapped at herself.

			When she made it to the house, it was wide open. What she’d taken to be windows from a distance were simply open spaces that let the night in. Living areas blended one into the next, rolling from one seating area to another, with nothing but high, arched ceilings above, ceiling fans everywhere, and the sense that she wasn’t indoors at all. That this was just another part of the jungle.

			Jason had said that it would be easy to find him, so she paused inside the first great room, then followed the only sound that she could hear over the kick of her heart. It was faint, metallic and musical. She made her way through a well-stocked library, a game room and then out onto another terrace arranged around a fire pit that felt as if it had been hewn from the mountain itself.

			That was where she found him.

			For a moment she could only stare, dimly aware that she’d come to a complete and sudden stop.

			Jason looked as if he had been dreamed up by the island, by the jungle and the sea as one. He looked like a raw and elemental part of the same tropical wildness, out there against the night.

			He had put on a pair of battered jeans that rode low on his hips, filled with holes and tatters, but nothing else. He held an electric guitar on his lap, but it wasn’t plugged into anything. And he was playing it, picking out a tune as he sat before the lick of the fire, his bare feet propped up on the lip of the wall that surrounded the fire pit.

			As if he’d been conjured from the flames.

			His hair was down, too long and yet perfect for him. And if Lucinda had thought that he was beautiful with all that sunlight bathing him in brightness before, she had no words to describe what the night did. How the firelight moved all over him, making him look made of poured honey, all male and beautiful.

			God help her, he was so absurdly, impossibly beautiful it hurt.

			Just like this island.

			She drifted closer because she couldn’t seem to help herself, and she didn’t have it in her to interrogate all the ways that should’ve sent her running for the hills. Maybe she’d slept it off. All she knew was that he called to her and he didn’t have to say a word to do it.

			“I had no idea you were musical,” she said when she was close to him. Because that hadn’t been in the extensive portfolio she’d compiled.

			“I’m not. I just like to mess around.”

			He stopped playing, though he still held the guitar across his lap, and he turned that dark gaze to her.

			Lucinda had no idea why she submitted herself to his scrutiny. Why she stood there before him and did absolutely nothing while his gaze...had its way with her. He took his time, looking her over from head to toe then back again, as if she was his.

			As if she had never been anything but his, and never would.

			And when his eyes met hers again, he was smiling.

			She expected him to say something off-color. Something suggestive or unnervingly direct.

			But instead, he nodded toward a table off to the side. “You look hungry.”

			It turned out she was ravenous. So starved, in fact, that she could hardly bother herself to see what he was doing as she went over to table laden high with more food than anyone could possibly have eaten at once, and dug in. She didn’t ask how the hot things were hot and the cold things were cold. This was obviously the sort of place that was actually filled with staff, who were all the more impressive for remaining unseen. Unless...

			“Did you cook all this?”

			That laugh of his was her answer, and she shivered slightly as it scraped open the night.

			“I’m good at a lot of things,” Jason said, his dark, rich tone encouraging her to wonder exactly which things he meant. “But cooking is not one of them.”

			Lucinda was so hungry that she left that alone. She ate until she was full, and then she sat back, sighing in delight, and feeling more like herself than she had since she’d woken up in the dark, thick with confusion.

			She rose again and picked her way back over to the fire so she could drop down beside him on the low couch where he sat.

			“I didn’t mean to fall asleep,” she said as he set his guitar aside. “I apologize. You shouldn’t have had to wait around for me.”

			“I didn’t.” His dark gaze touched the side of her face, then returned to the fire. “I do live here.”

			And her belly was full. She was dressed like a stranger. There was no backtracking, so she might as well dive ahead.

			“And why is that, exactly?” she asked, shifting so she could treat him to her own version of frank directness. “As far as I can tell you have no sentimental attachment to anything that was your father’s.”

			“I hate that motherfucker,” Jason agreed. Almost cheerfully, but the fire was full on his face and she could see the way his eyes narrowed. “The only reason I wish he was still alive is so I could tell him that to his face.”

			“You would actually tell him you hated him?” She considered. “Before or after you knew he planned to leave you something in his will?”

			“I didn’t want any part of that will and I still don’t.” Jason shrugged. “He made my mama cry. That’s not something a man forgives.”

			“Did you know him at all when he was alive?”

			Jason’s expression grew impatient. “I’m pretty sure that any research on my life at all would give you the answer to that question. But no. I never met him. That was his thing. Get a woman pregnant, disappear and then leave the kid he made some money and a hotel in the will. And if I know anything about rich assholes, he thought that made up for his lack of parenting.”

			“Then I don’t understand.” Lucinda kept her voice quiet and her gaze steady. “If you have no sentimental attachment to this island, why not make it into a resort? And why come stay here?”

			“This was the last place he built before he died.” Again, that low growl of a voice tumbled over her, making her want to shiver. But she didn’t. “It was suggested to me that whether I liked it or not, I was turning out more like the old man than I was comfortable with. I thought I’d come here, marinate in all things Daniel St. George and see if that was true.”

			“Did he spend a lot of time at his various properties alone?”

			This time, Jason’s laugh had an edge. “He wasn’t much for alone time when there were so many women eager to keep him company.”

			“Let me make sure I’m following this. You hated your father. You hated everything he stood for, and everything he was.”

			“Dear old dad,” Jason drawled in agreement. “The dick.”

			“So you’re hiding out here, ten thousand miles away from anywhere, to make yourself feel bad. This entire island is a beach-laden hair shirt bristling with palm trees to you.”

			“I barely wear a shirt as it is. Certainly not a hair shirt.”

			“You must know that hotels were the only thing that Daniel St. George was any good at. And he was very, very good at hotels. Why shouldn’t you reap the benefits of that?” Lucinda kept her gaze trained on him, pretending she didn’t notice the temper that lurked there. The warning that she had already gone too far. “Especially when it’s not as if you’re saving this place as a tender, emotional monument to anything.”

			“Lucinda.” And the way he said her name was its own shudder running through her, lighting her up. Reminding her that whatever else this man was, he wasn’t entirely tame. And a smart woman would do well to remember that. “Why the fuck does this mean so much to you?”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			“I’M SO GLAD you asked,” Lucinda replied in the same slick way she’d said everything since she’d eaten, when Jason preferred her ruffled. Messy. Real. “You’re a man who enjoys elite status. You must know that distinctive properties such as this one cater to—”

			“No.”

			She stopped talking, blinking. Jason shook his head at her, ordering himself to calm down. Now.

			It didn’t matter that she’d wandered out here dressed for the islands at last, instead of some stuffy boardroom. Her flowing sarong reminded him how sweet her curves were, and how they felt beneath his hands, so lush and feminine. And her hair. He could see all the curl in it, a bright riot on top of her head, and he was this close to just putting his hands in it here and now the way he’d wanted to from the start.

			She looked wild and delicious and he liked everything from the freckles all over her shoulders to the dazed way she’d looked at him when she’d walked out on this terrace. It all seemed to hum in him, then settle in his cock like a fist.

			But none of it mattered if she was going to mouth all the same bullshit.

			“I don’t want a sales pitch,” he said when he was reasonably sure that he was going to keep his hands to himself. For the moment. “I could get that anywhere, and believe me, I have. You hauled your ass all the way here, and you stayed. You surfed. That’s more than all the rest of them can say.”

			“I bet they didn’t look as cute in that bikini.”

			Jason filed away the fact that when her hair wasn’t scraped back into a headache, Lucinda was funny. But he didn’t laugh. He waited. And when she cleared her throat, he pressed his advantage.

			“Tell me why you care,” he said again, with even more intensity. “You’re talking about building a hotel, not a refuge for some endangered species. There’s an old hotel falling down on this island already. Why build something new? Why pretend it matters so much?”

			“Because it does matter.”

			Maybe she surprised herself with that, because she instantly sat up that little bit straighter. Her blue eyes were guarded, but she kept them trained on his. He expected her to back right off. To say something else to defuse the tension, or try to shove them back toward something professional.

			Good luck with that. He’d never felt less professional in his life.

			When she stood up in a rush, he thought she was going to take it even further and just walk away. It was possible he’d read her wrong, and she was truly nothing more than shiny brochures and boardroom presentations.

			But she didn’t run. Instead, she clasped her hands in front of her and faced him.

			“I grew up in a housing estate in Glasgow,” she said, and her accent changed again, blurring the vowels and shading the consonants. He liked it. “I think you call them projects in the States, but it’s all the same. Depressed and often desperate people crammed into small spaces together.”

			“I’m familiar with the phenomenon.”

			Lucinda inclined her head. “The tower block of flats where my family lived is notorious to this day. Filled with crime, poverty and every other social ill you care to mention, we had it in spades. They’ve knocked those towers down now, and good riddance. But that was my home. I was born there, raised there and had every expectation of living out my life there.”

			She looked away and unclenched her hands, as if she’d been holding them so tightly that she’d hurt herself. Which made Jason want to do things that didn’t make sense to him, like simply...hold her. Until she felt better.

			He shook that off. And she was talking again, staring into the fire.

			“I can’t express to you how grim it all was. What it was like to grow up in all that gray concrete, never knowing that there was so much better out there. Shows on television didn’t seem real, not when we lived in such a prison. It was just the telly, beaming in something someone made up so we’d forget where we were. But when I was seven, I happened upon a travel magazine at school one day. I think one of the teachers must have left it behind. And oh, wasn’t that something?”

			She shook her head, but Jason was caught by the way her eyes lit up. They reminded him of his beloved sea, out here in the dark. They were that fathomless. That beautiful and changeable, all at once.

			“The places in the magazine were real. Not something made up for a television show. They were real and they were beautiful, and that changed the way I thought about everything. When I was a little older, I sneaked down to the grand old railway hotel in Glasgow to see if a hotel could make me feel the way the travel magazines did. And this was before it got a face-lift, but I was in awe just the same.”

			Jason felt a little too close to awe himself as he watched the fire move over that wistful expression on her face.

			“And from that point on, I knew that hotels were the only kind of fairy tales that mattered,” Lucinda said, turning back to him, her eyes grave. “Because people could live in them. They could come from whatever life they had, whether it was a stately home somewhere or a grotty little bedsit, and they could live a different life for a time.”

			“If they could afford it,” Jason said, with maybe too much derision in his voice. Because he wasn’t sure if he was determined to slap reality on her—or himself, for getting caught up in the story she was telling.

			“I can’t think of many things I’d rather spend my money on than a dream come true,” she replied softly. “That’s what a hotel is. The better the hotel, the better the happily-ever-after. It should be made clear in every small detail. The softness of the sheets. The beauty of the view. The excellence of the staff. Each and every part of the fairy tale builds the story as a whole.”

			She waved a hand toward the house, the last Daniel St. George property. The one his sycophants claimed meant the most to him. Why did that notion make Jason want to burn it to the ground?

			“I look at a place like this and I think this is the kind of paradise that normal people want to remember for the rest of their lives. And wanting memories like this becomes the kind of dreams that make normal life worth living. I would happily scrimp and save for a week in a dream come true. I have. Would you?”

			Jason felt as if he’d been waiting years for her. All the hours she’d been asleep, for sure, leaving him prowling around this place with all his rough edges driving him crazy. His mouth was dry. He was practically beside himself, if he was honest, but he could still control that. Or pretend well enough.

			What he couldn’t seem to wrestle into submission was the sensation blowing up his chest, making him want nothing more than to take every dream this woman had ever had and make it come true. Right here, right now.

			And that made him feel ripped in half. Dumb and blindly stupid with all these feelings he didn’t like and didn’t want.

			But he wanted her more.

			“I never would’ve pegged you for starry-eyed optimist,” he managed to say without betraying his own distinct lack of chill.

			Her mouth curved slightly, and the light in those blue eyes didn’t dim. “That’s funny. I’d call myself a realist.”

			“A realist who arranged her life around happily-ever-afters and dreams coming true. Because that’s real practical.”

			“I know you know what it’s like to grow up with nothing,” she said softly. “Lucky to find shoes to put on your feet. Much less ones that fit.”

			“That’s the cool thing about growing up in Hawaii. Shoes are optional.”

			“Everything you have, Jason, you built for yourself. With your brain. With your body. With every shrewd decision and every stellar athletic performance. I didn’t play football. But I did educate myself into a university degree. Just as I’ve performed my way into every position I’ve held. No matter how I got it.”

			His heart was doing weird flips. He rubbed at it, like that could shut it up.

			“I hope that means you have flexible morals and no compunction whatsoever about sleeping your way around.” Jason grinned, wide and maybe a little desperate. He hoped she couldn’t see that part. “Just like me.”

			“I use whatever tools I have at my disposal,” she replied, a faint line appearing between her brows. “And that’s all I’m asking you to do in return.”

			“Fuck a lot?” He leaned back in his seat, despite all the roaring insanity inside him, like he could lounge there forever. Like he was on the verge of terminal boredom. “I can do that.”

			Lucinda started pacing then, back and forth in front of the fire pit. Jason should have found her agitating. Instead, the only word that seemed to dance around inside him was adorable.

			As far as he could tell, it was one more way to make sure he knew he was boned.

			“I’m talking about this island,” she said. “The opportunity to create something truly special.”

			“But again, only for the kind of people who can afford it. And I’m betting every single one of them will remind me a little too much of the giant douche who built this place. Why would I want that?”

			She shot a look at him with Why are you here? written all over it.

			But that wasn’t what she said. “When you create destination fantasies, you might be surprised to discover what sort of people think it’s in their best interests to get there. One way or another.”

			He told himself all that carrying on in his chest was irritation. Not even temper. “Oh yeah? How many luxury properties do you stay at every year?”

			“As it happens, I’m not great at taking all my allotted holiday time. I’m sure you’ve experienced that kind of pressure before. The people I work with are obsessed with status. Which means I have to be, too.”

			She kept making connections between them and Jason didn’t want any part of that. There was only one part of him that liked connecting, and his dick didn’t talk.

			“But you’re not into that, of course. You’re above that kind of thing. Like every other woman who’s chased after me since I got that football scholarship.”

			She did another lap.

			“What interests me about high-status properties are what can be done with them,” she said, as if he was having a serious conversation with her. Instead of acting like a sulky teenager. “And how much of an immersive experience they provide. Because the sad truth about many high-status operations is that they rest on their laurels and don’t offer the paying clients much of anything besides the bill. I prefer experiences. I want clients to forget about the outside world entirely. I want leaving one of my properties to feel like leaving home, and I want it to haunt them once they’re gone.”

			“I told you my position on ghosts.”

			Her gaze met his again, and he was sure she could feel the sizzle. So sure, in fact, that he found himself paying more attention to the way she was walking back and forth in front of him. More quickly each time. And her breath getting more and more shallow with each pass.

			Making it clear to him that he wasn’t the only one feeling crushed in the grip of the tension between them.

			What did it make him that he was actually relieved? When he couldn’t actually recall the last time the faintest sexual urge he’d had wasn’t heartily and enthusiastically requited?

			“I know that you’re a man who likes to do good, Jason.”

			“That’s nothing but a nasty rumor.”

			“I know it’s not only a rumor. The truth is that the kind of conscious luxury experience that I’m talking about will preserve this island. And allow all kinds of people to experience what makes all the Pacific Islands so special in the first place. Of course, tourism can cause its own problems. I don’t deny that. But how can people realize what they ought to help save if they can’t experience it in as close to an unspoiled state as possible?”

			Her face changed when she was truly animated. When she wasn’t buttoning herself up in funeral clothes or beating her hair into submission. She was flushed with this passion of hers, her eyes bright and her voice intent, and he wanted to be inside her with such ferocity that it might have scared him.

			If he wasn’t so sure that it was only a matter of time.

			“I might not be a natural beach person,” she said, sounding fully Scottish and wholly alive as she wedged herself farther beneath his skin with every word. “I might personally prefer the shade of a tree to the glaring heat of white sand midday, I grant you. But this place is seductive. It’s magical. It’s not only that people will never want to leave here. It will make them happy to stay here. I don’t know much about your father, or not much more than anyone else, but it doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out that whatever else he was, he certainly wasn’t a happy man. And it seems to me that creating a space for happiness in a place he built to be more of the same empty life he already led is the greatest revenge you could possibly have on him.”

			That caught at him.

			Lucinda warmed to her topic, and her hands got into the act as she started talking about all those blueprints and building codes he’d already told her didn’t interest him. And it was true. He didn’t care. But he couldn’t seem to take his eyes off her.

			And the fact she’d unerringly narrowed in on the one thing he wanted that he couldn’t have.

			Revenge.

			“Maybe we can dig him up, animate him and kill him all over again,” his half sister, Angelique Masterson, had suggested a few hours ago on one of the weekly calls the heirs of Daniel St. George—Jason’s half siblings—were obligated to have.

			Angelique had been sitting somewhere in one of the beautiful rooms of the hotel she ran in the desert kingdom of Sadat, where she’d charmed a prince and met all the extra terms Daniel St. George had thrown in her path, simply because she was a girl. She’d been toying with the choker necklace she wore all the time now, its elegance somehow working with her full sleeves of tattoos. Only Angelique.

			Revenge on their late and unlamented father was a topic they returned to often, as it happened.

			“That makes me feel warm all over,” his half brother Charlie Teller had said from Italy, kicked back on a terrace with pastel houses falling down the cliff behind him and the sound of a woman’s voice in the background—his wife, presumably, doing her lawyer thing just out of range. Charlie had smirked. “Almost like we’re a real family, after all.”

			“My understanding is that this is the way of all families,” the oldest of the half brothers had said. Thor Ragnarsson looked every inch the modern Viking he was, standing near a window in one of those suits he loved, and Iceland’s endless snow swirling around behind him. And no sign of his forbiddingly smart, purple-haired professor. “Endless grudges, revenge fantasies and petty squabbling. I suspect that makes us real already.”

			“That sounds a whole lot like white people problems,” Jason had rumbled, letting out one of his trademark belly laughs. Mostly because he knew his half siblings found him both baffling and confronting. “In Hawaii we call it ohana. It’s a way of life, motherfuckers. We don’t squabble like little bitches. We eat. It’s hard to get fired up about some petty bullshit when your belly’s nice and full of a good kalua pork and there’s nothing to do but sit around talking story.”

			But for all his protestations to his half siblings, who had all gotten a hell of a lot happier since they’d first started these online meetings thanks to finding themselves some steady loving in one place or another, that wasn’t quite how he felt about Daniel St. George. Or himself.

			Or about the things his mother had said to him when she’d called him out.

			Or, hell, even this island.

			He hadn’t put it in the stark terms Lucinda had. But now he couldn’t think of it in any other way.

			Was he finding himself here? Or was he squatting in this house, deliberately not using the island the way his father would have? Like that could somehow stick it to the old man beyond the grave?

			He focused back in on Lucinda, who was still pacing around in front of him, warming to whatever point she was making.

			The importance of fragrance to help create the feeling of effortless hospitality, if he wasn’t mistaken.

			And just like that, Jason was done.

			The next time she paced too close, he reached out and snagged her. She made a satisfying, high-pitched sort of squeaking sound as he hauled her into his lap, and he was just animal enough to delight in it.

			Then she was right there. Right where he wanted her, her chest heaving and her eyes so wide he was sure he could see forever in them.

			“Scotland,” he growled. “Shut up.”

			And then, fucking finally, he got his mouth on hers.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			THE ENTIRE WORLD burst into flame, as if the long-dormant volcano that had made this island roared back to life and took Lucinda first.

			There was no easing in. No getting her bearings. Jason picked her up and threw her into a wall of a wave the way he had out on the water, head over heels in a mad hurtle that tasted like whiskey and aroused, impossible male, and she had no choice but to swim or drown.

			Lucinda chose to swim.

			She wrapped her arms around his neck, held on to all that brawn and muscle like he was hers, and opened her mouth beneath his.

			And the way he licked into her mouth was better than plain old fire or his clever hands slicked with lotion. It was deeper, hotter and indescribably dirty.

			Lucinda got the distinct impression that he wasn’t playing around.

			He had her in his lap, and within moments his hand was streaking up her leg beneath the soft fabric she’d wrapped around her. And the only thing she could think to do with all that sensation and heat was shift herself so he had better access. So she did. And he took it.

			She knew his touch already and she thrilled to it, making a greedy sound in the back of her throat that should have humiliated her as he found his way between her thighs. But there was no room in her for humiliation. Not when he finally found his way beneath her panties and into the slick heat of her pussy.

			At last, she thought fiercely, with a deep, full greed. At last.

			If she thought that he would toy with her a little now, play with her and drag this out because he could, she was mistaken.

			He kept his mouth on hers, kissing her deep and hard and so intensely it made her feel hollow with longing. Then he shifted her on his lap until she was kneeling astride him, her pussy against his cock with only his jeans and the scrap of her panties keeping her from taking him deep inside her.

			It was like falling. Flying. Tumbling end over end, and Lucinda couldn’t tell if she wanted to go on forever or she thought it might kill her. But she knew that really, she didn’t care which. Or what happened to her.

			Just so long as it never ended.

			Jason reached between them. His rough fingers yanked at her panties until they gave way, and she knew she should care that he’d ripped them off her. And she did, but only because it somehow made his tongue in her mouth taste that much wilder.

			He pulled his jeans open, making a dirty, gritty kind of sound as he dragged out that hard, heavy cock of his that had been haunting her for what already felt like her whole life.

			She felt the blunt head of it, tracing over her pussy and hitting her clit, then moving through all that molten heat while she saw stars. Once, then again, like he wanted her to get a feel of him.

			Or wanted her to get dizzy.

			And this time she had no intention of holding herself back, she thought as he pulled out a condom and sheathed himself. She wasn’t sure she could have if she tried.

			His hands gripped her ass, hoisting her up and into position, so he could start working all of that thick, heavy length inside her.

			Lucinda was shuddering now, trying to push herself deeper onto him than he would allow her to go because she needed all of him, now. But he maintained his grip and kept her to a mere inch, then a retreat, then another even slower inch.

			“I hate you,” she managed to say, there against his mouth.

			She could feel that laughter of his rumble in his big chest. Though at first she thought it was yet another earthquake tearing her up from the inside out.

			“I can tell.”

			He worked her lower, then lower still, until she was sure she was spread-eagled over him. Pinned wide and waiting for him to fill her completely. It was enough to make her pant and sweat, but it still wasn’t enough.

			He still wasn’t there.

			He worked her farther down his massive shaft. He hitched his hips to back up again, grinning when she made a sound of protest.

			And then he surged that last little bit inside her, dragging the base of his cock over her clit as he sheathed himself to the hilt.

			It walloped her.

			She went spinning straight over an edge she hadn’t seen coming with such a wild, intense punch that she found herself crying out right there against his mouth.

			All Jason did was laugh, then lick it up, too.

			And then, when she was shaking out her wild, incandescent release—only dimly aware that the sarong had come unknotted to pool around her hips, leaving nothing between them at all—he began to move.

			Her.

			He wrapped his big hands around her waist and moved her up, then down, as if she was weightless. As if she was a toy, and he was using her to pleasure himself as he chose—

			A notion that nearly made her come all over again when she’d hardly finished the first round.

			He made a sound, something low and deep that she knew was a command, and there was no reason she should have understood him.

			But she did.

			She did—as if they were connected in more ways than simply the huge cock that filled her too wide and thrilled her too intensely in turn.

			Lucinda arched against him, moving to take even more of him with each deliriously slick, hot slide. And giving him what he wanted, which was her breasts right there at his lips.

			He sucked in one nipple, then played with it. He rolled it inside the wet heat of his mouth before releasing it, with a distinctly dirty popping sound, and then moving to the other.

			And Lucinda lost herself in that sharp tug. In the insanity of his beautiful cock inside her. In all the ropes and chains of fire and need that stormed through her, connecting her nipples to her pussy and all of her to his mouth, his cock, the heat and the glory.

			Everything was that fire that had raged between them from the start. Sensation and sheer madness, tighter and tighter with every thrust. His cock was too big and just right, and he worked it inside her over and over again.

			Until she thought she might die from all this pleasure. Until she was so wet she was sure she might drown them both. And still he played with her breasts, letting his hands slide down lower on her ass so he could hold her in a way that struck her as even more filthy than before.

			Especially when he found the rest of her with his thumb.

			And he wasn’t the least bit shy about toying with what he’d found.

			She made a helpless, glorious keening sound. Jason’s mouth dropped to her neck, and she felt the very instant that his control finally snapped to match hers. When he stopped moving her the way he wanted and simply fucked his way into her like his life depended on it, too.

			And that was when she got to ride him as she liked, hard and deep and wild.

			Her hair had fallen down, somehow, and for once she didn’t care that it danced all around them.

			She let it flow as it liked, too, as she arched into him, moving her hips in an intense rhythm until she was too full, too close to bursting—

			All fire and too good—

			The world aflame and too much—

			And when he let out a shout, pumping himself into her, she went with him.

			Shattering into pieces all over again. Pieces Lucinda thought would never fit together the way they had. Not ever again.

			But as she cracked open and lost herself in it, she couldn’t say she cared.

			Neither one of them moved for what felt like a forever or two.

			There was nothing but the sounds of their breathing, harsh and loud and meshed together the way their bodies still were.

			There was the crackle of the fire somewhere in the distance. The breeze, scented with the sea.

			Ages later, Lucinda finally remembered her name.

			Long years after that, she managed to lift up her head, helped considerably when Jason reached out to smooth back her hair with one hand.

			She felt as if there were worlds bubbling up inside her, so many things she needed to say that she didn’t know how to fit into the necessary syllables and sounds. All of which made her chest ache as they sat there, unsaid.

			She felt...changed.

			As if this hadn’t been sex at all, that brisk release she knew so well and often courted back home, but something much darker. Deeper. Intense and unknowable.

			“Jason...” she whispered, and he was still inside her. Still an impressive length, but the sound of his name made him thicken.

			And then he smiled, wicked through and through.

			She felt it like a new sun, beating down on her from a new high noon.

			And everywhere it touched her, she blazed.

			“I like a good appetizer, darlin’,” he drawled, threat and promise in that voice of his. In that gleam of gold in his dark eyes. In his cock lodged deep inside her and hardening, already making her shudder all over again. “And that was more than good. But now? I’m really fucking hungry for a meal.”

			 

			When Jason led her into his bedroom, to the great, wide bed that took up most of the space, Lucinda decided that this was her turn to shine. What happened by the fire pit wasn’t her usual style. It had come on like a storm.

			Maybe he’s a storm, something in her said.

			Lucinda wanted no part of storms, or fire pits, for that matter. But she was good at bedrooms. She knew exactly how to play here.

			It was strange to have her hair down and curly, but she didn’t let that get to her. She didn’t let it throw her off. And as they got near the bed, she turned to Jason and slid her hands upon his chest, still mouthwateringly bare and just as hard and muscled as he looked. He gazed down at her, his dark eyes intense and shot through with that intoxicating gold that made her breath catch.

			But she didn’t want to catch her breath and let his gaze go to her head. She wanted to take what happened between them and steady it, somehow, inside her. It was only sex, after all. There was no need for her to feel as if it was eating at her bones, changing her, turning her into something else—

			That’s enough, then.

			She was coming over all angsty when that wasn’t her way. Lucinda concentrated on Jason’s impossible beauty instead.

			He looked down at her hands on the sculpted ridges of his abdomen and smiled. Then he took a moment to shuck off his jeans and toss them aside before he came back to stand before her, naked at last. His confidence and sheer maleness was nearly overwhelming. She wanted to...breathe him in. She wanted to bury her face against him, close her eyes and feel his hard, corded arms wrap around her and hold her.

			She wanted him to make her feel safe.

			And that set off just about every alarm she had inside her.

			Lucinda blinked, hoping against hope that nothing showed on her face. She directed her attention away from odd urges inside her and toward the things that actually mattered here, standing next to a bed with a beautiful man. And at Jason’s cock, already mouthwateringly hard again, and with a fresh new condom besides. She wrapped her hand around him, smiling when he was finally the one to let out a jagged sort of breath.

			As long as it wasn’t only her.

			She felt herself get wetter. Hotter. She was already imagining that thick, hard length inside her again—

			Get on with it, she ordered herself, before she started building up fantasies of his keeping her safe again, when she knew better than that. Lucinda was the only person who could keep herself safe, and even if that wasn’t true, a night with a man she’d only just met was no place to explore her poor, broken heart, for fuck’s sake.

			She let go of his cock and slid her hands up the wall of his chest again. He was standing between her and the bed, so she thought she’d cut to the chase. She smiled up at him, hoping she conveyed all the seduction and heat necessary, and then she pushed him. She put her weight behind it.

			Usually, they fell right over in a willing and lazy sprawl, but Jason didn’t move an inch. She might as well have shoved a mountain.

			“If you want something, Lucinda, ask.”

			Already that was different. It wasn’t part of the usual script. Lucinda scowled at him—also not normal—and pushed at him again. “Lie down.”

			He still didn’t so much as sway. His gaze left hers, tracking over her curls instead, and something about the way his expression changed made a different sort of heat wash over her. It felt connected to that same urge she’d had before, to...cuddle, God help her.

			Lucinda thought she would rather die.

			And everything was already out of control. The fact she’d fallen asleep the way she had earlier instead of charging ahead with her grand plan to win this man over. The fact they’d had sex like that, outside, hot and wild—and decidedly not the way she generally had sex.

			Not the way she wanted to have sex, she amended inside her head.

			But she wanted that damned resort more than she wanted to hold on tight to her own control issues.

			“Lie down,” she said again. “Please?”

			“Okay,” Jason said, too easily. And after what seemed like far too long.

			He smiled at Lucinda in a way she thought was mocking, but she didn’t allow herself to react. And only when she was sure he was going to continue doing it forever did he move back, clearly because he’d decided to move and not because she wanted him to move, and stretched back on the bed.

			She didn’t like the fact that he’d wrested control from even that. It made the whole thing feel...fraught with peril, somehow.

			But she ignored it, because bigger things were at stake here. She pasted her smile on her face again and then she moved toward him, climbing up on the bed and crawling her way up the length of his big, rangy body until she could seat herself astride him again.

			The choreography to this was simple, no matter that Jason was by far the most intense man she’d ever met. Lucinda had worked out the kinks years ago. It didn’t matter how big the man was, or how their bodies fit together otherwise. Push him down on his back, climb on board, and she could make her own fun. Then leave.

			It was easy gratification. And better still, the men in question always enjoyed the show she put on as she did all the work, so there were never any complaints.

			Lucinda chose not to analyze exactly why it was so important to her that she put this situation with Jason back on that kind of footing. The only kind of footing she understood.

			She reached down between them again, still smiling as she went to wrap her fingers around him so she could hurry this up and get all those strange feelings out of her—

			But he wasn’t waiting in breathless anticipation to see what she would do, the way he should have been. Instead, his big hands came up and speared into her curls until he was holding her fast above him.

			Making a mockery of her sense of control.

			“I don’t know why you put your hair up at all.” His voice was a low, intense rumble that made goose bumps rise all over her skin. “You should keep it down. Always.”

			Lucinda opened her mouth to tell him two things. One, that her hair wasn’t professional like this, and two, to stop talking so she could get to work.

			But instead, he tugged her down and set his mouth to hers.

			And the things he did to her mouth defied such a sweet, adorable little word as kiss.

			By the time he was finished, she was shaking, everywhere. And more confusingly, she was on her back with Jason above her, pressing her down into the mattress.

			“Wait,” she managed to pant out. “This isn’t how this is supposed to go!”

			“Seems right to me,” Jason murmured, his mouth at her neck, and then his cock was right where she wanted it, working its way inside her. Then sliding home.

			And she was arching in sheer delight, unable to help herself. She was desperate to rub her breasts against the steel of his chest all over again. Wild to shift her hips so she could take all of him. More of him. Everything.

			“I want to be in control,” she threw out there, a shot against the seductive dark greed for him that was pulling her under.

			And this time when he let out that laugh of his, dark and deep, she could feel it as if it was a part of her. From his cock so deep inside her to her own hard nipples pressed there against his chest. As if she was part of the laughter, made of it, and humbled by it, too.

			It made her pussy clench.

			“Yeah, no,” he growled, laughter and something a lot more intense in his voice. “That’s not how I roll.”

			And then he proceeded to take her apart.

			He used his fingers against her clit to make her come in a rush, sobbing.

			Then he flipped her over and took her from behind, forcing her to make fists in the sheets as he slammed into her, over and over, until she was begging him.

			To stop. To never stop. To take her with him.

			To go on forever.

			And when she was limp from yet another impossible rush of an orgasm, like a tornado ripping through her, he gathered her to him yet again. He lifted her hands above her head and pinned them there against the mattress with one of his palms.

			And then, astonishingly, he slowed down.

			“You might as well come,” she whispered at him, because that was her version of shouting at this point. “I’m done. There’s nothing more in me.”

			“Don’t sell yourself short, Scotland. You can always come again.”

			“I can’t.”

			“You can’t or you don’t think you can?”

			“I can’t. And I would know, since I’m the only person here who knows my body.”

			“That sounds a lot like a challenge.”

			And he took his sweet time answering that challenge.

			Jason set his mouth to one breast, licking and sucking until she couldn’t help the moans that burst free from the back of her throat. And when he stopped, it was only to shift over to the other breast, then start all over again. Then he let go of her hands as he slowly, slowly made his way down her body as if he had all the time in the world.

			As if there was nothing he ever had to do again but taste her. Everywhere.

			He settled himself between her legs, pushing her thighs wide to accommodate his shoulders, and the very vastness of him made Lucinda feel shaky all over again.

			“Don’t waste your time,” she told him as he bent his head toward her pussy. She shook her head. “That doesn’t do a lot for me.”

			“Too bad,” he replied, with that lick of laughter and too much heat in his dark eyes “Because it does a whole hell of a lot for me.”

			And in case she hadn’t already gotten the message, when he leaned forward and licked into her, Lucinda discovered that she didn’t know her own body at all.

			She’d always found oral sex boring and vaguely embarrassing besides. It was so...clinical yet messy. Men were always so chuffed with themselves that they bothered. They always seemed to want prizes, applause, even more attention for the performance. When most of the time, Lucinda used the time to go over her to-do list. Or contemplate her shopping list. Perhaps wonder if she’d switched off the gas when she’d last cooked a meal.

			But when Jason set his mouth to her pussy, it was like a lightning strike.

			She felt it like a bolt, so intense that for a second she couldn’t tell if it was pleasure or pain that seared straight through to every last part of her body. Her toes sang as loudly as her clit, and that was before he started using his tongue.

			There was nothing decorous about the way he ate at her, raw and wild, as if this was the meal he had been talking about all along. As if he truly was starving, she was what he wanted for dinner and he by God was going to eat his fill.

			She started coming, bucking her hips into his face, but he didn’t stop. He kept going, using some insanely hot combination of teeth and tongue and even his chin. And as if that wasn’t enough, he kept making that dark, growling sound, humming sensation into her.

			And she came. And came again.

			As if he was magic. As if she’d never actually met herself and he was the expert. And as if, given the opportunity, she could come forever.

			And only when her eyes had spilled over, her throat was scraped raw and she’d lost track entirely of where she was and who she was and what plan she’d had for this encounter did he crawl back up the length of her body, dropping kisses wherever he went like he was staking his claim on her flesh.

			Lucinda wasn’t sure she minded if he did.

			Only then did he thrust inside her again, raw and savage and finally as out of control as she was.

			And she was coming again, or she was still coming, and then he was coming with her, and it was like flying.

			Like a wave that never ended, rolling and hurtling a blue and beautiful rush, straight on to the horizon.

			It felt like forever.

			Which was how Lucinda knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that she’d made a critical error of judgment where Jason Kaoki was concerned—and a terrible mistake.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			LUCINDA WOKE UP the way she always did, in a sudden, panicked rush. As if, should she be expected to fight in the next instant, she would be ready—

			Except she’d already fought and lost.

			That unpleasant truth slapped at her, making her usual panic rise high and hard inside her.

			She sat up straight in Jason’s wide bed, blinking around the mess of it—sheets strewn about, the pillows thrown here and there—and tried her best not to recall every last smoking-hot second that had led to each damning bit of evidence. Each pointing to exactly where and when and how she’d lost control of herself and this situation completely.

			Jason was stretched out beside her, commanding even as he slept. And it took her a distressingly long moment to understand that the silvery light playing over all those perfect, brown muscles and powerful limbs came from the moon up above, pouring in through a skylight she hadn’t realized was there.

			Because all she’d seen was him.

			It was time to leave. Now, something in her urged her, before it’s too late.

			Lucinda didn’t want to know what too late meant, not when her body didn’t feel like hers anymore. Not when her hair bounced all around her in a horrifying red tangle and she could still feel Jason as if he’d left fingerprints all over her. Worse, there was a not-insignificant part of her that hoped he had.

			And none of this was how Lucinda usually behaved. She knew how to handle herself in business and in bedrooms with equal focus and reserve. She’d never been tested, really. She moved forward, eyes forever on the prize. The next hotel. The next orgasm.

			And she never, ever looked back.

			Lucinda didn’t know how to handle the part of her that wanted nothing more than to lie back down and snuggle up against Jason’s sculpted side. The part that wanted to breathe in his scent a little longer. Maybe feel the weight of his heavy arm again.

			And best of all, be there when he woke up.

			But that was something Lucinda never, ever did. Not even on a private island across the planet from everything she knew and all the rules she’d made to survive that cold, gray life. She didn’t do morning-afters. She didn’t do cozy wake-ups or cuddles or lazy breakfasts, much less the kind of sex that went along with those things, so syrupy and intimate and no bloody way.

			Of all the things Jason had done to her, from that bikini to surfing to his deliciously dirty imagination in bed, she thought this was the worst. The most unacceptable and unforgivable.

			He had made her into just another dreamy-eyed idiot, like all the rest. All the women who came and went from her company because they lost their focus. All the girls who had let boyfriends turn their heads at university. Not to mention her own mother, who had complained endlessly about Lucinda’s father but had never dreamed of leaving him and his drunken rampages.

			That Lucinda had managed to claw her way out had been treated like a betrayal. It had taken only a few disastrous trips back home from university for Lucinda to understand that her mother would have preferred her only child died rather than better herself in any way—because that was much too confronting.

			So for all intents and purposes, Lucinda had gone ahead and died. The hapless, bullied Lucinda who had lived with her always-rowing parents might as well have been dead, because the Lucinda who had taken her place was nothing like her.

			She wasn’t soft. She wasn’t malleable. She was a creature of goals and focus who allowed herself only brief, strictly controlled releases in the form of sex she controlled and the orgasms she produced with very little assistance.

			Jason had ruined everything. Or would, if she didn’t take back what little control she could.

			She rolled out of the bed, her heart kicking at her as if she was running a race. Or as if she’d found a terrible truth about herself in the wide bed with its carved koa headboard—one that was moments away from being shared with the world. It was that panicky, laced through with shame.

			But there was nothing she could do but what she was doing. She retraced the steps she’d taken in what seemed like a different life, all those hours ago. Out of the master bedroom without a backward glance, straight out onto the terrace, letting the moon dance all over her body as she moved through the soft night. She didn’t like it. It felt too much like another trespass. The seduction of the air itself that had made her far too susceptible to the man.

			And she could still feel him. Still. She was afraid to look down at her own flesh in the moonlight, because she was more certain with every step that he hadn’t left handprints or mouth prints. Those would fade. She was far more afraid that he’d tattooed himself deep into her. That he’d marked her permanently.

			You are changed forever, something intoned inside her, as if from on high.

			Her pussy liked that idea entirely too much, blooming with a new heat even as Lucinda made it back to the fire pit and found the sarong she’d discarded there hours ago. When Jason had hooked an arm around her and hauled her over his lap and altered the shape of things.

			You are changed, that voice said again, and she scowled, because she didn’t want any changes, thank you. She liked herself just as she was: ambitious, determined and immune to the emotional highs and lows other people seemed to feel with such alarming regularity. Lucinda had experienced enough emotional turmoil as a child to last her a lifetime.

			She wanted her life smooth and tailored. She wanted her hair and her clothes the same way. The current state of her hair, with her curls an exuberant disaster all around, appalled her. As did her state of undress.

			When she picked up the sarong from the ground and wrapped it around her torso, her fingers felt clumsy and shaky. It took her several tries to knot it into place, each one a separate indictment of this pit she’d fallen into. And yet, when she was as dressed as she was going to get and ready to march herself back to her cottage and sort herself out, she just stood there.

			As if the moonlight was a confessional.

			Everything that had happened since she’d woken up from that unexpected and highly unprofessional eight-hour nap flooded through her then. She hardly knew which thing to take out and examine first when they all crashed over her together. The fact that she had actually told Jason Kaoki—a property owner she wanted to bring on board, not her bloody therapist—the reason why she did what she did? A secret so deeply lodged inside her that she had never said it out loud to another living soul? He didn’t need to know why she liked hotels. No one needed to know that.

			How was she supposed to go on trying to get him to develop this island now? What was she supposed to do now that she’d exposed herself so completely?

			And that was all before they’d had sex.

			Though maybe she needed a new word to describe what had happened between them. Because she understood the mechanics, and she’d thought she’d understood her own body’s reactions, but she had never experienced anything like what had transpired between her and Jason tonight.

			It had about as much to do with what she thought sex was as a unicorn did with a tiny plastic toy shaped like one.

			Lucinda shuddered, standing there in the dangerous tropical moonlight with only the embers of the fire that had blazed in that pit remaining. Glowing at her like the sparks of all the things she’d done with Jason, daring her to pretend it had all been bog standard. Easily dismissed.

			And not the most overwhelming, raw and intimate experience of her life.

			She squeezed her eyes shut, curling her hands into fists and blowing out a long breath. But that didn’t change the fact that inside, she felt as if she’d survived an earthquake. Or lived through one, anyway. All that remained of her was rubble and ash, crushed down into smithereens.

			With aftershocks racing through her when she least expected it, since every time she thought about the things they had done, her pussy throbbed. With greed.

			And she didn’t need to walk back over to the master bedroom and peer inside again, because the sight of Jason sprawled out across the bed with moonlight all over him would be burned in her head forever.

			Even asleep, he commanded attention.

			Hell, even asleep and nowhere near her, he was all she could think about.

			Lucinda had no choice but to accept what she’d already known—what she’d thought distinctly after the first time Jason had turned her inside out on that bed. Which hadn’t even been the first time he’d turned her inside out.

			She had made a mistake. A big one.

			Lucinda had assumed that she could come here and convince Jason to build her the resort she’d always wanted. She’d dismissed the men who’d assured her that Jason Kaoki was impossible to persuade. She’d hand-waved away all the lectures she’d received on the topic, because she’d been sure she could do things all those men couldn’t. She’d been prepared to use all her usual weapons of persuasion. Even her body, if necessary.

			Looking at all the pictures of him splashed all over the internet, she hadn’t imagined she’d mind the sacrifice.

			But it had never crossed her mind that he could actually touch her in any way. That he could somehow disarm her, sneak in through her heavily armored defenses and turn what she’d thought were her weapons into weaknesses.

			Because now Lucinda was hungry, too. She felt desperate. Vulnerable and bruised with longing. There were tears pricking at the back of her eyes and that scraped-up sensation in the back of her throat.

			She felt.

			And that was unacceptable.

			Lucinda could accept defeat. Or she thought she could, in theory—having never had that much exposure to it before. But there was no way in hell that she could function like this. Cracked wide open, a stranger to herself, quaked by all that intimacy.

			Worst of all, exposed.

			Because every crack in what she’d assumed was her unassailable foundation proved that she was no different from her mother after all.

			She didn’t look back when she finally wheeled around and headed for her cottage. She walked fast, her gaze steady and ahead of her, already calculating how to get the hell off this island and away from the man who, it turned out, was the most dangerous opponent she’d ever faced.

			A war she hadn’t seen coming and had lost without firing a single shot.

			 

			Lucinda was gone when Jason woke up.

			Sunlight streamed into his room from all the windows that doubled as sliding doors, just the way he liked it. Light danced over him while the breeze washed him awake, trailing over his skin until he remembered where he was and who had been there when he’d finally exhausted the first, bright wave of his lust for Lucinda, who wasn’t quite the stuffy suit when she wasn’t wearing one.

			He reached out to find her before he opened his eyes, but the bed was empty. And more telling by far, cool to the touch.

			As if she hadn’t been there in a long while.

			He didn’t like that. It was downright disturbing how much he didn’t like that. His heart was doing those weird flips again, his ribs felt tight and the sensation that he was well and truly boned pressed down on him. Everywhere.

			Jason had no choice but to laugh at himself.

			Since when had he been possessive? And when had he ever woken up alone and been pissed about it because he wanted more, instead of being grateful that the woman had cleared out without having to go through a tedious scene?

			He jackknifed up to sit where he could see the view. Palm trees dancing in the breeze and the blue sky indistinguishable from the sea where they met. A sweep of pure, untouched glory that some men might kill for.

			And all he could see was Lucinda and the way she flushed red when she came.

			He laughed at himself again, then took himself off to a very hot shower that did absolutely nothing to set him straight. It was like Lucinda was imprinted on him, and what was really freaking him out was that, when he stopped wondering how she’d managed to sneak up and sucker punch him, he didn’t hate it.

			And not only because the fact that a woman could get to him meant he wasn’t Daniel St. George.

			When he finally made his way out of his bedroom, he was clean, but definitely not okay with the fact she’d run off while he was sleeping. And he was still laughing at that as he made his way through the open, graceful rooms of this house he’d never wanted. This house his father had built but never lived in, as if he’d imagined that one day he might actually turn into the sort of person who would want the things this house offered. The view and the privacy, sure—but also the quiet contemplation that went with it.

			Jason had never met the man, but that didn’t sound like Daniel St. George’s style.

			He made his way to the lanai off the kitchen where he usually sank into his morning routine of a whole lot of excellent Hawaiian coffee and his laptop before his workout—except today, Lucinda was sitting there.

			Right there on the white sofa with the unimpeded view of the mountainside sloping off into the surf.

			And the wild-haired woman wearing nothing but a sarong, pretty much every wet dream he’d ever had, was gone.

			In her place was the woman who had first appeared in the old hotel lobby yesterday. It was the hair he noticed first and with the biggest kick to the gut, slick and straight and hauled back from her face so hard it made his temples ache. Like she was daring it to attempt to curl. And as if that wasn’t enough, she wore a blouse of black silk, another severe skirt and an impassive expression on her pretty face that almost blanked out those gorgeous freckles.

			“Another funeral?” he asked, sounding all kinds of lazy when he wanted to fight something. Her, for example. “So soon?”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWELVE

			LUCINDA’S BLUE EYES were frigid when they met his. A lot like the smile she aimed at him, which he knew she would probably tell him was professional.

			When all Jason wanted was to taste her on his tongue again.

			“I came here to talk to you about a resort, Mr. Kaoki,” she said, with no trace of Scotland in her voice. It was all BBC vowels and that excruciating politeness, as if he didn’t know how she begged for more. “Yesterday got off track, and I apologize. I shouldn’t have allowed you to bait me.”

			“Is bait a fancy British word for fuck, Scotland?”

			He could feel the temper and heat kicking around in him, and he was pretty sure they were obvious in his voice. Maybe all over his face, too. But she only smiled, winter straight through.

			“Today instead of cavorting about in and out of the surf, I thought we could revisit the key points of my proposal.”

			Something kicked at him with that, another unpleasant gut punch if ever there was one. He told himself to ignore it, but the sensation of the kick lingered, making him...edgy. “I told you already. I don’t give a shit about proposals.”

			“If what you want is sex, I regret to inform you that’s not why I came here. I understand if yesterday blurred the lines. Nevertheless, I think we really must get ourselves back on the right path.”

			“Are you sure?” Because he knew how to make her scream. And he wanted to peel her out of all that unrelenting black and make her bright red again. All over him. “It seems to me like you were more than happy to use your body if it got you where you wanted to go. What if that’s the only path I know?”

			But he didn’t want to be the guy who loomed over a woman while he said something like that, so he settled himself in the chair at an angle to hers and made a quiet little show out of lounging there, bonelessly, like he was this close to falling back asleep.

			Rather than hot and hard and ready. Which, right at this moment, he didn’t feel she deserved to know.

			“Where I want to go is a luxury resort with world-class amenities and personal butler service,” she told him, sounding faintly apologetic. He knew perfectly well it was a tactic. A strategy. There wasn’t a shred of apology anywhere on her. “Not another tour of your bedroom.”

			Jason was prepared to manfully let that go, because his possessiveness was his problem and she certainly didn’t owe him anything and blah, blah, blah, but she smirked. She didn’t even pretend to hide it.

			As if this was her letting him down easy. Him. As if he was some puppy who didn’t know the difference between a run-of-the-mill one-nighter and what had exploded between them last night. Over and over again.

			“You said you wanted a dream come true, Lucinda. And your dream came true in my bedroom easily enough. Repeatedly, in fact.”

			She rose to her feet, a fluid, elegant movement that made him regret that he’d thrown her childhood dream in her face. And he didn’t understand how he could legitimately regret that while also wanting nothing more than to mess her up all over again, with his hands and his mouth. He didn’t like her so prim. So cold. Not now that he knew exactly how hot she ran and how loud she screamed when she got what she wanted—

			And it was astonishing to him that he could care this much. About anything, when until now, he’d thought the only thing he was capable of feeling was the exhilaration and fear of doing stupid shit like jumping out of planes, climbing very big rocks with no ropes and living too large and too fast like he didn’t care if it imploded around him. He’d been so sure he’d burned right through all those feelings other people seemed to have. He’d been so sure he was safe and numb.

			But he couldn’t seem to stop. Not here, with Lucinda.

			“This is my fault,” she said quietly. No trace of apology, but something else on her face that made him feel pretty much anything but lazy. “I underestimated the effect that kind of long-haul travel would have on me. To say nothing of the jet lag. Add to that the tropical heat and all this sunshine and I’m afraid I gave you nothing but mixed messages.” She inclined her head. “I have no one to blame for that but myself.”

			Jason recognized that tone, though it took him a moment to place it. And then he did.

			“Are you letting me down easy?” He let out a deep bark of laughter that should have razed the house, and had very little humor in it besides. “You have got to be fucking kidding me.”

			“If you truly don’t want to develop this island, ever, then we have nothing more to discuss.” The worst part was, the smile Lucinda aimed at him wasn’t even brittle. It was pitying. “I’ll wish you well, call for my return flight and be on my way. It will be as if I was never here at all.”

			And he watched, temper kicking at him, as she waited there with that same faintly pitying look on her face. For him to say something, he assumed, that didn’t have anything to do with his dick or how wet he knew she was, right now.

			Nothing came to mind.

			Or nothing that wouldn’t lead to high volume and his hands in her pussy, anyway.

			When he only stared back at her, fully aware that he was looking at her like this was a boxing ring and the bell was about to ring, she nodded. As if he was merely confirming all her suspicions. Then she turned smartly on one heel—because she was actually wearing fussy mainland shoes in this island house, which Jason felt like yet another insult—and started away from him.

			Like that was that.

			And Jason, always a little too in touch with his animal side for his own good and other people’s peace of mind, was surprised to look down at his own, tense body and discover he hadn’t in fact sprouted fangs and fur. Because that was exactly how wild he felt. Like he was four seconds away from some full-on wolf shit.

			“This isn’t a power move, Lucinda,” he growled out after her, taking maybe too much satisfaction when she stopped walking as if he’d yelled. When he’d wanted to yell his head off, but hadn’t, because he could be a fucking gentleman when he felt like it. “You can tell yourself it is, if you want. I bet you are. But you know and I know that what you’re doing is running away. Scared out of your mind.”

			She made a sigh into an opera with the suggestion of eyes rolled up into the back of her head, though she didn’t actually roll them at him. Or not where he could see it, anyway. She turned back around to face him while she did it, and this time, there was a razor’s edge to that smile of hers.

			At least it was more real.

			“I don’t generally find business scary, Jason. I don’t generally find business emotional at all.” She cocked her head to one side, a move that no one had ever managed without aggression behind it. He was sure she knew it. “Do you? Maybe that’s an American thing?”

			He didn’t know he meant to move. One minute he was sitting where she’d tried to leave him, there on his own lanai without even a cup of coffee. And the next he was towering over her—taking particular notice of the way her pulse betrayed her, there in the hollow of her throat, while she stared up at him. Silently daring him to comment.

			He was happy to oblige.

			“That’s a load of crap. And you might be happy to lie to yourself, Scotland. But don’t try lying to me.”

			“I’m not lying.”

			“You are. You’re so full of shit I can practically taste it from here.”

			Her smile was bland, though her blue eyes blazed. “I’m sorry if you find reality confronting. But that doesn’t change it, I’m afraid. Reality is reality, no matter what you think about it, and no matter if you’re used to bellowing and blustering and blowing it all down.”

			“Here’s a little reality for you.”

			He hooked one hand around the back of her head and hauled her to him. He took her mouth with no holds barred, like he was trying to imprint himself on her. Forever, with this one insane kiss.

			Because he knew she could feel the kick of it. The sucker punch. All that fire. All that need.

			And he didn’t have to worry about what the hell he was feeling, did he, when she was so busy denying it.

			“That’s what you’re afraid of, darlin’,” he said, through his teeth and against her lips, the taste of her flooding him. Making him want to beat his chest or something, roaring out that she was his. The way he felt, that could easily be his next move. “You think I can’t tell?”

			She shoved him, hard and a little unhinged, and when he let her go—when he fucking felt like it—her blue eyes had gone stormy. Telling him all kinds of truths he figured she didn’t want to face.

			Well, join the club, baby, he thought.

			“I’m truly sorry if you’re the sort of person who confuses sex with emotion,” she bit out, because of course Lucinda would dare to say something like that to him. Him, of all people, a man who was known as such a hound dog that his own mother had suggested he go off somewhere and deal with himself. Him. And she was still going. “I can’t help you with that, because I’m not. I’m sorry if you thought there was more going on here. I don’t ordinarily mix business and pleasure, and this is why. The potential for confusion is too high, I’m afraid.”

			“I’m not confused.”

			That smile again, sharp with pity this time, and it didn’t matter that he knew it was all for show. It still stung.

			“I’m not trying to insult you, Jason. I know you’re famous and used to a certain standard of treatment. You’re obviously very attractive. And yes, of course, you’re talented and exciting in bed.”

			“I’ll be sure to put all that on my fucking résumé.”

			Lucinda spread her hands wide, a gesture that was possibly meant to look soothing, but all he saw was the lie beneath it. And all over her face. “But none of this means anything to me. No matter how much you want it to be different, sex is just a bit of sport to me.”

			He wanted to break something.

			Instead, he laughed at her.

			Because he knew this routine. Hell, until now he’d thought he’d invented it. He literally couldn’t count the number of women he’d had to speak to the same way she was speaking to him now.

			“Karma is a bitch,” he said. “You could argue that I’ve earned this.” But he shook his head, and he settled his hand on the nape of her neck again. He was pretty sure she wanted him to. Wanted him to touch her but didn’t dare ask him to, because that would undercut this whole show she was putting on. And she didn’t bat at his arm, so he knew he was right. “But not from you.”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about. What I do know is that none of this, or any other emotional reaction you might be having, has anything to do with my purpose for being here. So if you’ll excuse me—”

			“Here’s your problem, Scotland,” he drawled, almost enjoying himself again. Almost. “I’ve given that speech so many times myself that I know you’re full of shit. Because I was there last night. I know exactly how I turned you out. And now I know way too much about how your body works to believe a single thing you’re saying to me.”

			This time she rolled her eyes where he could see it.

			“I sense this is going to come as a big shock to you, but despite what you might have been taught your whole life, women are just as able to compartmentalize as men. And I know this may well be a surprise, but an orgasm isn’t the same as an emotion. Even for girls.”

			Jason didn’t need lessons on orgasms from a woman he’d given so many to, but he only grinned at that. Maybe a little dangerously.

			“We’re not talking about girls, plural. We’re talking about you. Maybe you’re used to orgasms that aren’t emotional, but that’s not what happened. Not with me.”

			And the admittedly very small part of him that might have wondered if he was wrong about that eased when he saw that storm darken her eyes again.

			“I can see it’s important for you to believe that, but that doesn’t make it true.”

			“You cried, Lucinda. Sobbed, I think is the term. Over and over again.”

			“I’m going to chalk that up to jet lag.”

			“Exhaustion is a killer. But you’d just had an eight-hour nap.”

			She shoved at his arm, and he let her dislodge him again. Then he watched her step back, every part of her bristling, yet under control.

			He had a perfect memory of when she’d tried to shove him down backward on the bed, then take over. And somehow he knew that had been the moment when everything had changed for her. Where she’d surrendered to something he wasn’t sure she understood, but clearly had to do with the same control she was exerting now.

			The overly tamed hair, no hint of curl.

			He hated the sleekness of it. The artificial smoothness. He felt it like an assault.

			“My plane should be here in an hour or so,” she said, her voice clipped and cool, no matter what he could see in her eyes. “I’d appreciate it if you could drive me back down to the water.”

			“You’d appreciate it.” Jason shook his head. “What you think running away is going to solve?”

			“I don’t have a problem that needs solving,” Lucinda retorted. Then shook her head sadly, as if she felt sorry for him. “But I’m beginning to think that you do.”

			He wasn’t going to argue that. He wasn’t going to argue, at all.

			Jason wheeled around and stalked back to his bedroom. He threw his jeans on over the boxer briefs he’d been wearing on their own, found the keys to his Jeep where he’d left them and headed back out to the main part of the house. As if she’d anticipated his every move—something he couldn’t say he liked, at all—she was waiting for him, her little roller bag beside her and a certain smug look on her face.

			Jason told himself to breathe. Let it go, no matter how tight his chest felt or the insane things that kept running through his head.

			Because maybe he’d had this coming, after all. Maybe she really hadn’t felt the whole damned world move the way he had, and maybe that was something he was just going to have to deal with.

			Maybe his mama had been right and he’d become his father, and this was his wake-up call.

			“It’s all right if you need to sulk,” Lucinda told him as she climbed into the Jeep, her voice as sharp and smooth as her hair in that hateful bun. “I won’t think less of you for it.”

			“I’m not sulking,” Jason told her, and he kept his hands to himself. No one ever had to know it almost killed him. “I’m grateful.”

			And he let her stew on that as he drove her back down to the beach. He waited with her on the dock, in a brooding kind of silence that seemed unstable and flammable, until his buddy flew in.

			Then he loaded her up onto the little hopper plane, watched it fly away and told himself good riddance.

			Over and over again, in the hope it might stick.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			JASON SET ABOUT living his best life, the way he’d been doing since he’d arrived on this island.

			Today was no different. What did it matter that the night had ruined him and there were now blue eyes he couldn’t seem to banish from his head?

			Maybe he deserved to be ruined.

			“A man isn’t made by the things he collects,” his mother had told him after the will had been read and all the bequests made, as if a hotel mattered from a man who could have been a father but hadn’t bothered to try. Right after she’d compared Jason to Daniel, to really stick that knife in and twist it as only she could. “But by the content of his heart and what he carries there.”

			“I don’t know what that means,” he’d replied grumpily, though he’d tried to keep the temper out of his voice because it was his mama talking and she deserved his respect.

			“I know you don’t.”

			“I don’t have a single thing in common with that—”

			“Jason.” That was all it took. Just his name. He’d cut himself off and his mother had shrugged, her dark eyes on his like he was still a kid. Maybe he always would be, as far as she was concerned. “Pa’a ka waha.”

			He knew the phrase, Hawaiian for observe, be silent and learn. “If words are exiting your mouth, wisdom cannot come in,” the saying went.

			Sometimes it also just meant: shut your mouth.

			He’d taken it on board then, and he did now, too. He surfed like it was his job. When he’d done his best to exhaust himself he came in, dried off and drove himself back up to the silent house, where he put in another few, vicious hours in his gym.

			Until he sweated the mean out of him. Or tried his best.

			And when his phone rang, indicating another one of those damned video calls he’d used to have to suffer through only with his PR people and now had to deal with at least once a week, and with his shiny new family to boot, he took it.

			Even though it wasn’t the right time or place for their strained family discussions, mandated by their father’s will and trust.

			“I think this is the first time I’ve ever seen you without palm trees in the background and a shit-eating grin on your face,” his half brother Charlie drawled, all his usual Texas in his voice and a sunny balcony behind him with a different sea entirely in the distance. “I don’t how to process that, brother.”

			Jason wiped his face with the nearest T-shirt and produced a grin. “Aloha, dick.”

			“Oh, good. There’s that island charm I hear so much about.”

			“I’m thinking about burning this house down,” Jason said, conversationally. “The lawyer said Dear Old Dad spent years building it. Almost like he planned to live in it one day, though I know that can’t be true. He wasn’t one to settle down, and particularly not this far out of the limelight. How would he get all that attention he was always jonesing for?”

			Charlie’s head tilted slightly to one side, the blue eyes everyone but Jason had shared with Daniel St. George going canny. “I was calling to tell you some deeply boring shit about the hotel industry that Angelique passed on because Thor’s on a plane and I’m nothing if not obedient. But if you’re burning down houses, I’m suddenly way more interested.”

			Charlie wasn’t obedient. Fun fact, none of the children Daniel St. George had left littered around in his wake were particularly obedient. Hell, if they’d met under different circumstances, Jason might have considered them friends. Or decent drinking buddies, anyway.

			“He left you fuckers hotels,” Jason pointed out now, warming to the topic he’d been turning over in his head while he tried to exhaust himself. “He left me a whole island. Why should I turn it into a hotel? Why should there even be a house here? Maybe the greatest kindness I could do is give this whole place to the jungle again, like the old man never existed in the first place.”

			He had the strangest sensation he wasn’t really talking about the island, but he didn’t care to explore that notion. He found himself rubbing at his chest as if his heart hurt again, but he didn’t like that very much, either.

			Lucinda was on a plane somewhere. She’d claimed she felt nothing.

			He should have felt nothing himself.

			“I don’t really get the drama,” Charlie said after a moment. “You don’t have to run the hotel. You don’t have to do anything. You don’t have to stay there if you don’t want. You can just own it and go about your business.”

			“That’s a great idea. And then I can be him in every possible way.”

			“Or not.” Charlie shrugged. “Don’t get me wrong. I’m not a fan of the guy. But I’m also not exactly crying a river over my circumstances these days. And I wouldn’t have any of the things I do if it wasn’t for the old man’s will.”

			“You’re not the one in danger of turning into Daniel St. George.”

			Charlie’s grin was razor-sharp, reminding Jason that this particular half brother had spent most of his life playing outlaw games in the wilds of Texas, surrounded by far more dangerous men than Jason had ever been.

			“If you don’t want to turn into the old man, brother,” Charlie said quietly, “it’s real simple. Don’t.”

			Jason listened to the business-related part of the call then, but after they hung up, he wandered outside and found himself brooding out at the view. The sky, the sea. And all the impenetrable jungle in between, with chattering birds in the trees and the dance of trade winds over his face.

			All this tropical beauty that didn’t go along with all he thought he knew about the man who’d made him. It was too remote here. Too unspoiled. Too perfect.

			But then again, the real truth was that he didn’t know Daniel St. George at all. He’d never met the man while he was alive. He’d had to read all the same articles and watch the same videos online that the rest of the word had if he wanted to know anything about the guy. The only thing Jason really knew about his father was how he felt about the man’s absence. The stories he’d told himself as a kid to explain that absence. And the understanding he’d come to over time of what that brief affair had done to his mother.

			And yeah, maybe he’d spent a little too much time and energy pushing himself to be the best he could be in everything he was even remotely good at, just to prove something.

			Not to his mama, who had adored him since the day he was born. Not to his actual ohana, his mother’s people spread out over the Hawaiian Islands, who had actually been there for him while his mama worked her butt off and tried to keep him fed and clothed and happy.

			In his football heyday, interviewers had always asked Jason where he’d gotten the drive to pursue the game the way he had. And he’d always told them some bullshit cobbled together from the kinds of things he thought he ought to feel, always bringing it back to his mother’s sacrifices.

			But he knew the truth. And here on this deserted island, with only the pieces of himself Lucinda had left behind, he let himself face it at last.

			He’d spent his entire life trying to get his father to notice him.

			He’d figured if he got a little famous, if he made a little noise, sooner or later his birth father would show up. Tell him how the desertion had been a mistake, or in Jason’s best interest, or something. Maybe even hit him up for money. One way or another, Jason had figured he’d smoke the asshole out.

			But Daniel had never shown up. If he’d been proud of Jason at all, he kept to himself.

			The only thing Jason had of his father was his silence.

			And if his mother was correct, the dedication to losing himself in disposable pussy because that was a hell of a lot easier than connecting with other people.

			In case he had any doubts about that, Lucinda had given him a crash course in what it looked like to experience some crazy, life-altering intimacy and then fall all over herself to pretend it hadn’t been that at all.

			Had that been part of it, too? Had he been afraid that if he stopped roaming around the planet, sleeping with everything that moved, he’d lose the only link he had to a father he was pretty sure he wouldn’t even like?

			That had the ring of unfortunate, uncomfortable truth inside him.

			But the other thing he knew was that when push came to shove, he was far more his mother’s child than his father’s.

			And Leilani Kaoki had suffered exactly one fool, one time. Never before and never since. Daniel St. George had been her one mistake, and she’d spent every day since making sure she raised up a son who knew how to see the truth of everyone he encountered—even himself. Eventually.

			And Jason knew a little something about excuses, sure. And the way a person could hide right there in his own mirror, if there were enough excuses at hand. How that could go on and on for years, but sooner or later, there was only a reflection in that mirror and too much truth to bear.

			Why wouldn’t you build a resort here? Lucinda had asked.

			And Jason grinned now, while the breeze teased his face and the sea sighed its way onto the rocks far below.

			Because that was an excellent question.

			And he knew just how he was going to answer her.

			Lucinda rejoiced in her welcome home to England, four miserable travel days later. She’d had to wait longer than she’d liked in Fiji to get on a plane to Los Angeles, there in the sweltering heat. And had been forced to wait in too-sunny California for a seat on a plane back to London, too, for what had seemed like another eternity.

			But when she’d finally made it onto a red-eye headed for the UK, Heathrow hunched there when they’d finally landed, gray and wet and green, like a song of homecoming.

			She smiled as she surrendered herself to the tender mercies of the Tube that whisked her along beneath the London streets. She told herself she was merry and bright, despite another round of serious exhaustion hanging on her like a cloak, as she walked from the Tube stop back to her flat. She was happy every time she heard a horn, or screeching tires, or the rest of the clattering noise and dismal tumult of London.

			Lucinda was sure she’d never been so happy in her life as she was to let herself into her flat, then find her way to the rain-streaked window in her lounge that looked out over a dingy rooftop and a few brick walls.

			No assaulting sunshine. No complicated blue sky and sea, stretching on toward forever.

			No half-naked man, all temptation and wickedness.

			Just London, doing its thing. It made her imagine that all she needed was a good sleep and she’d feel like herself again. How hard could it be to forget about her too-brief time on a fairy-tale island? After a good sleep it would feel like nothing more than a dream, she was certain.

			Lucinda staggered off to bed, slept for hours and woke up to treat herself to tea and toast. No platters of dramatic fruit, everything garnished with coconut and soft breezes. Just a proper breakfast on a rainy Thursday morning, like any other.

			She thought about taking another day to settle herself but decided against it. Her endless hours of travel had allowed her to play her time on that island over and over again in her head. She’d relived every touch. Every sound she’d made, on the surfboard or in Jason’s bed. What would lying about her flat do but make it worse?

			She needed to put all of that behind her. Now.

			Lucinda took a certain grim pleasure in her usual routine. The attention to her hair, her makeup. The heels she wore because practicality had its place, but sleek, stylish, wearable weapons were a woman’s best friend.

			And then, telling herself that she was perfectly fine and suffered no ill effects or emotional residue at all, she headed back into work.

			She was so busy congratulating herself on her escape from paradise and the terrifying lure of the most astoundingly beautiful man she’d ever met that it took her entirely too long to notice the way everyone in the office was staring at her.

			“Is there something on my face?” she asked her harried assistant after she’d run the gauntlet of the executive floor. A little more sharply than necessary, perhaps.

			“You’re quite tanned, actually. That’s surprising.” Her usually reliable and practical assistant shook herself, as if she hadn’t meant to say that. “But you’re a legend, Lucinda. That’s the main thing. You did it. You really did it.”

			Lucinda blinked. “What did I do?”

			“You know.” Pandora shook her head, admiringly, as if Lucinda was being coy. And then made it all worse by nudging her with her shoulder, as if they were friends. “They should have known better, shouldn’t they? Lucinda Graves always gets what she wants.”

			Lucinda had the faintest inkling then—but surely not. Surely there was no way. Still, she was too taken back by the possibility to lecture her assistant on proper office decorum.

			Especially when the phone rang and her presence was requested in the executive boardroom. Immediately.

			“Congratulations,” Pandora whispered after she put the phone down.

			Lucinda turned and headed for the boardroom, done in achingly posh wood with gold accents and featuring a priceless view over London. She’d always loved that view. She liked to walk the long way through the office so she could look at it, always visible behind the clear glass walls that invited everyone in the office to see what it looked like when important meetings happened. Who attended and who dominated.

			She had studied that room, and she’d vowed that one day, she would look out to see London at her feet and all of upper management gazing at her as if she was the star.

			And she could see it happening as she walked toward the room. She saw all the men in their suits turn to watch her approach. She lengthened her stride, aware that she looked bulletproof and flawless, just the way she liked it.

			She might not understand this moment, but it was hers, and she’d take it.

			But then the sea of business suits parted, and everything changed.

			Because Jason was here.

			In London. In her office.

			His back to that glorious view of London as if she was the only thing worth looking at.

			And worse, he wasn’t standing in the middle of the executive boardroom with his miraculous chest out and all those acres and acres of brown skin and perfect tattoos on display. Lucinda felt that keenly, like one more betrayal.

			Because Jason was wearing a black, obviously bespoke suit that hugged that big, athletic form of his in a way that made her blood turn molten in her veins. He’d scraped his hair back and fastened it, and that was terrible, too. It made him look like some kind of elegant marauder, and she couldn’t bear the heat of it.

			Much less the way his gaze caught hers through the glass.

			As if he knew all the things she wanted so badly to hide. The anticipation in her belly that was easing its way lower still and changing into fire. The catch in her breath. That damnable weakness in her knees, just because he was near.

			Every single lie she’d told herself over the past few days about how happy she was to get away from him.

			She wanted to run, screaming. She wanted to keep on going, past the boardroom and back out into the gray morning. She wanted to pretend none of this was happening.

			But that was the coward’s way out. And Lucinda was no coward, no matter how much she wished otherwise this morning.

			She lifted her chin to a properly belligerent angle. Then she shoved open the glass door and stepped inside.

			Instantly, it was like the two of them were alone. As if there weren’t all those other faceless executives in between them, judging them. Jason’s gaze slammed into her the way his cock had, over and over, and she knew that he could see an answering heat all over her face.

			She knew that he could see everything.

			Especially all the lies she’d told herself—and him—to get her away from that island in the first place.

			Someone said something, but she didn’t know what. Or care.

			Because even on a dreary, wet Thursday, surrounded by suits and wearing one himself—to blend in—there was nothing but wildness in the man who stood at that window and dared her to come at him. Sheer, untamed wildness, and what was wrong with her that every single thing in her thrilled to it?

			As if she’d been carrying the same kind of wild around inside her, all this time.

			And he knew that, too.

			She could see that he did. She could feel it.

			“Good morning, Lucinda,” Jason said, those dark eyes glinting at her. Challenge and temper and what she very much feared was retribution. “Congratulations. You convinced me to build a resort on my island after all.”

		
	
        
			CHAPTER FOURTEEN

			“YOU SHOULD LOOK HAPPIER, Scotland,” Jason drawled after he cleared the room. He was standing by the windows in this stuffy, confining office, his dark gaze fastened to Lucinda’s like he could see straight through her. It almost frightened him how much he wanted to believe he could. “You won. You get what you wanted all along. Surely that calls for, if not a celebration, a smile?”

			And her familiar scowl made his heart beat a little faster.

			“This isn’t about winning. This is a highhanded bit of strategy. The best defense is a good offense or whatever you Americans are always ranting on about.” She stood straighter, as if she was seconds away from taking a swing at him. Which he would have welcomed, because he knew how it would end. “When you and I both knew you flew all the way to England because you didn’t like the fact that I left you without your express permission.”

			After the executives had swarmed around Lucinda like ants on a picnic lunch, offering her all kinds of congratulations that didn’t make it to the envy in their eyes, Jason had demanded some privacy. Not that there was much of it in this glass box of a room that might as well have been a fishbowl. The men in their suits all filed out, baring their teeth and murmuring their grudging appreciation Lucinda’s way as they went. Some tried to glad-hand Jason, too, but he stared at them until they slunk away.

			Now it was only the two of them and too much glass. And all he wanted to do was strip those dour clothes right off her. All that relentless, ruthless black. The angrily slicked-back red hair when his mouth watered for her glorious curls. He could see that the shoes she’d worn on the island had been a concession because here, the shoes she wore were skyscraper high, with red on their soles and killer points as heels. She looked mean and sharp, and he loved every inch of it.

			He ached, everywhere, that he didn’t have his hands on her already.

			Especially when she was glaring at him as if his presence here was some kind of betrayal.

			But Jason was holding on to the advice Charlie had given him. Hard. If he didn’t want to be like their father, he didn’t have to be. It was that simple and that complicated.

			Their father would never have chased a woman across the world. Their father had barely managed to remember a woman’s name the next morning, or the location of the children he’d littered about the planet.

			Step number one of not being Daniel St. George was the fact Jason had gotten on that plane. He’d decided that in the final tally, he didn’t really care what happened on that island he’d never wanted and didn’t know what to do with himself. He wasn’t attached to it. He didn’t have any dreams about it one way or another.

			But he wasn’t sure he wanted to go on living the same old life he’d already been living. Not without Lucinda.

			Wasn’t that a kick? She was the one night he never wanted to forget. If he had to chase her down on the other side of the planet, well, he was prepared to do that and more. He was more than happy to hunt her down. Lure her in with the resort she wanted. Keep her close with the one thing he knew she couldn’t resist. Not without removing herself entirely.

			Him.

			“You don’t want to build any kind of resort on that island,” Lucinda was saying, her pale red brows pulled tight. Jason could see the sun on her face in the form of all those cute freckles, but her skin looked pale even so. Her blue eyes were too big, too wide, and her mouth might have been painted in a bright color he very much wanted to taste, but she pressed her lips flat. “You want to keep it as some kind of sulky tantrum. A monument to a man you’re terrified you’ve already become. I understand that.”

			“Yeah. You sound real understanding.”

			“I’m not going to pretend this is professional, because I think we ripped through that boundary a long time ago.”

			“It was never professional, darlin’.”

			Lucinda’s chin lifted higher, which should have been impossible. “Do you really believe that you’re the only person in the world who has a shit father, Jason? I don’t know how to break this to you, but that doesn’t make you special. It makes you alive, that’s all. You should count yourself lucky that your shit father was considerate enough to ignore you for your entire life. Mine was far less accommodating.”

			She laughed, though there was precious little humor in the sound. “And mine didn’t leave me a luxurious private island, complete with a stately home for my personal use, plonked down in the middle of the sparkling Pacific Ocean as an apology. Last I heard, in fact, my father has drunk his way through several stints in prison, at least as many bouts of liver disease and more lost jobs than you can count. And he’s still going strong, no doubt beating up my mother and terrifying neighbor children just the way he used to do me. So you will forgive me, I hope, if my sympathy for your plight is somewhat dim.”

			“Good rant, Lucinda,” Jason drawled. “Have you been stewing on that one ever since you left Fiji?”

			She looked past him and blinked. Then squared her shoulders as if she’d forgotten that they had an entire audience clustered there on the other side of the glass, pretending that they were going about their business. When she looked back at him, her hands were curled into fists at her side, and Jason knew her well enough now to understand that that storm in her gaze was turmoil. Emotion.

			Not that she’d admit it. Not his stubborn redhead.

			His heart kicked at him again.

			“As a matter of fact, I did not spend a series of unpleasant long-haul flights having fights with people who weren’t there. I do try to avoid that whenever possible.” Lucinda sighed, as if her pissy, prissy voice irritated her, too. “If your goal was to disconcert me, I’m afraid you’ve come all this way for nothing. I don’t know why you suddenly want to develop the island, but if you’re under the impression that I’m going to come over all noble and refuse to do it because you’re so clearly using it as a bargaining chip in whatever psychodrama you have going on in your head, I’m afraid you’re going to be quite disappointed.”

			“I don’t give a shit about the island, darlin’,” Jason said quietly. “If I wake up one morning filled with regret that I developed this one, guess what? I can buy myself another one. As you pointed out, the place itself has no sentimental value to me. But it does to you.”

			“Wrong again.” She quirked her lips into that frozen, polite smile that she probably didn’t realize just made him hard. “I’m not a sentimental person. It’s not in my nature.”

			“Maybe not in the past. But you didn’t know me then.”

			This time her laugh was straight-up patronizing. “This conversation is becoming deeply embarrassing.”

			She didn’t say, for you. She didn’t have to say it.

			“I don’t embarrass easily,” Jason replied. He smoothed his hand down the front of his monkey suit, amused when her gaze tracked the movement. And even more entertained when her eyes snapped back to his, her cheeks flushing when she saw he was watching her do it. “You can have my island. And develop it anyway you want, tiki torches and private coves out the ass for all I care. We can sign all these contracts and all the lawyers can wet themselves with this clause and that clause. Whatever. But you and I are going to come to different kind of agreement.”

			She regarded him coolly. “I’m listening.”

			So stuffy. So clipped, like she was the Queen talking down to a dirty peasant. But she should know better. Because she and Jason weren’t that different, underneath it all. He knew all about her now. And he knew that trash like the two of them loved it when they were underestimated. Hell, it gave them life.

			“You already gave me your body once,” he said, low and lazy, like this was a bar instead of a boardroom. “All I want is more.”

			Color stained her cheeks, but Lucinda didn’t flinch. Her cool expression didn’t change at all. “Define ‘more.’”

			“You,” he said, very distinctly and directly. So there could be no mistake. “In my bed. As long as it takes.”

			“As long as it takes to have sex? I think we both know that’s no time at all. Did you really fly all the way here to ask for a quick shag?”

			“For as long as it takes to build your resort,” he said, patient now as he waited for that to sink in.

			The color all over her cheeks deepened. Her eyes narrowed. And at her sides, those adorable little fists grew so tight her knuckles whitened.

			“You understand, of course, that you’re not talking about another night. Or even a week. It will take years.”

			“I understand.”

			Her throat worked. “You can’t possibly want that. You don’t.”

			“I’m pretty sure I asked for it. Explicitly and directly.”

			“Right. You mean you want me in one of your beds. When and if you have the urge. Like your own, personal call girl. Is that it?”

			Jason laughed. “If that’s what you want to call yourself, I’m all for it. I like a little role play.”

			She shuddered, then clearly tried to hide it. “So whenever I’m in the vicinity—”

			“You’re going to spend a lot of time in the vicinity,” Jason interrupted her smoothly. Because this was the key point. “It’s a remote island, Scotland. You’re going to spend so much time there, making it what you want it to be, that really, it doesn’t make sense for you to do anything but move in.”

			Her lovely, lush mouth dropped open. Her blue eyes clouded over with confusion.

			And everything in Jason pulled tight.

			“Move in,” she echoed faintly. “With you.”

			“I can’t think of a better way to get you in my bed every night, can you? Much as I love flying around the planet, it’s kind of a long commute from my island to London.”

			“This is ridiculous. You’re just...taking the piss.”

			He loved it when her accent slipped. When her eyes flashed. When she used expressions he was quite certain weren’t considered strictly appropriate in a business setting. Something she was normally so concerned with.

			Jason was perfectly happy to be the reason she lost her cool.

			“I told you what I want, Lucinda. It’s the only way for you to get your hands on my island. So really, the choice is yours.”

			“What kind of choice is that?” As if she heard her own voice echoing back at her from the glass wall, she cleared her throat. And he watched her pull herself together. He watched her pull that smooth, cool mask into place again. “I imagine you think this is something else I’m likely to balk at. Well, guess again. I can’t say my ambitions have ever extended to becoming some man’s live-in fuck toy, but if that’s what it takes.” She lifted her shoulder, then dropped it, her gaze defiant on his. “I’ll do it.”

			“Then it sounds like we have a deal.”

			“That cottage would be a perfect place to make my base of operations,” Lucinda said, musingly. “When you feel the need to go fishing around in the international model pool, as you tend to do so often, that’s fine. There will be beds aplenty and no need to overlap in any of them. And I’m sure there are hotel bars aplenty in all those resorts on Fiji should I need to scratch an itch.”

			Jason opted not to think too hard on how she’d go about scratching that itch, because if he did he was likely to shatter all that glass that hemmed them in. He considered shattering it anyway, but restrained himself.

			Barely.

			And who knew he had all that greedy possessiveness in him?

			“That’s not how this is going to work, baby,” Jason said instead, his gaze so intent on her that he was surprised she didn’t bow beneath the pressure. “I’m not going to share. Neither are you.”

			Lucinda stared back at him for what felt like a small eternity. Maybe two. He watched that pulse in her throat go nuts. He watched those knuckles get even whiter.

			“Jason. You do realize that what you’re suggesting sounds an awful lot like...”

			She didn’t finish.

			“A relationship?” He laughed. “It does sound like that, doesn’t it? But don’t worry, Lucinda. You don’t have to call it that if it scares you.”

			He expected her to jump on that word and insist that nothing scared her, but she didn’t. Her gaze wheeled around the room and yet he knew, somehow, that she wasn’t seeing a thing.

			“I can’t possibly imagine why you would want such a thing,” she said, sounding something like panicked. “I don’t believe you do.”

			“Believe it.”

			Her mouth actually fell open again, her eyes coming back to his and fixing there in confusion. She started to say something but stopped, almost as if the words weren’t forming the way she wanted them to.

			And all of these were victories, Jason knew. But not the one he wanted.

			“But...” She shook her head. “You don’t do relationships. Ever.”

			“And look where that got me. I might as well be following the Daniel St. George playbook, step by asshole step. It all led to the same place. That’s not the life I want.”

			“If what you want is a relationship, I’m quite sure you can find any number of women to oblige you. All you need do is swan out into the street and stand still a moment. You don’t need me to facilitate any of it.”

			“I want you.”

			Lucinda blew out a breath, and suddenly she didn’t look like a fighter. She looked shaky and uncertain, and that made his chest hurt even more. “No. You can’t. It doesn’t make any sense.”

			Jason moved toward her then. And he considered himself a martyr of the highest order when he didn’t simply put his hands on her and throw her on the table that took up most of the space in this fishbowl. He stopped when he was close—close enough to cause a little comment out there on the other side of the glass, maybe.

			Let them stare, he thought.

			“It’s like this, Scotland,” he rumbled at her, trying to keep his hold on himself intact. Trying to ignore the hundreds of ways he could feel it fraying. “I know why you ran off the way you did. Feelings are messy. That’s why I spent my whole life avoiding them, but guess what? They caught up to me anyway when you sauntered into my crumbling-ass hotel. And I could have come here, and made pretty speeches, but that’s not the way to your heart.”

			“My heart?” she echoed, looking appalled. She looked around as if she wanted to back up, but the table was behind her. She frowned at him. “This is about business, Jason. It’s all very unorthodox, I grant you, but still business.”

			“Call it business if you want,” he said, easily enough. “I don’t really care. If an island is what it takes to buy some time with you? I’m going to call it cheap. Because I think what really scares you is that you can’t maintain this business bullshit. You could do it after one night, sure. You could crawl out of my bed, run away in the dark and put your armor back on. But you won’t be able to do that month after month. Year after year. Then what?”

			Her lips trembled. “You’re insane.”

			“That’s not the word I’d use. But the one that fits would freak you out, so sure, I’m insane. The question is, are you willing to put yourself on the line or are you too afraid? It’s a simple choice, Lucinda.”

			“There’s nothing simple about this!”

			“You know that I can make you come,” Jason said, calmly. “Over and over again. So what’s the harm? You get to live in a beautiful house, come so hard it makes you cry regularly, and work on building the resort of your dreams. It seems to me the only reason you wouldn’t jump at the chance is if, deep down, you know that the reason you left in the first place is that you can’t have that kind of sex, with me, without getting your heart involved after all.”

			And he reached over and pressed two fingers over her heart, as punctuation.

			This time, she flinched. She swatted at his hand, but ended up hooking his fingers with her palm.

			And he was almost surprised that she didn’t take a swing at him, the way she was looking up at him then, like she wanted to kill him with her own hands. But he could see that there was something almost desolate behind the flash of fury.

			If he could, he’d let her kill him if that would take the desolation away.

			“The joke’s on you, Jason,” she threw at him, fury and despair in her voice and all over her face, and he got it then. She’d already killed him. The man he’d been before she showed up on his island was good and dead, and here he was instead. Ready and willing to do whatever it took to make her happy instead of...whatever this was. “Because I don’t have a heart. And I could live with you for the rest of my life, and that’s not going to change.”

			He wanted to grab her up in his arms and kiss her until that darkness lifted. But he knew his way around armor, so he grinned instead.

			“Great,” he said, and even shrugged lazily. “Then you have nothing to lose.”

		
	
        
			CHAPTER FIFTEEN

			LUCINDA DIDN’T KNOW how many earthquakes and volcanic eruptions could go off inside her and leave her still in one piece. She was surprised that her bones hadn’t shaken their way out of her limbs, so deeply did she feel that trembling. She felt ripped open. Hunted.

			And the damned man was grinning at her. Grinning.

			“You don’t want this,” she said, possibly not for the first time. “You only think you do because I didn’t let you do the leaving.”

			And abruptly, Jason stopped grinning. Reminding her—in a way that made her head spin—that he was no lazier than she was. That he could put it on the way she did a good business suit.

			“I do want this,” he told her, and that light in his gaze looked like temper then. Something that made her shiver for a completely different reason, because she could practically still taste the last time he’d lost control, so deep inside her. She couldn’t breathe. “I want to get to know you in every possible way, Lucinda. I want to taste you on my mouth. I want to feel you, deep beneath my skin. I want long, lazy mornings, and impossibly dangerous nights. Another and another and another. Don’t tell me what I have an appetite for, because that only makes me hungrier.”

			“The only reason you think you want me is because you can’t have me.”

			“I’ve already had you and it wasn’t enough.” His gaze was narrow, black and setting off explosions inside her. “Do you think I chase around after every woman I touch who sneaks out before dawn? Here’s a newsflash. I don’t.”

			“You don’t like the fact I walked away from you.” She’d grabbed on to that and she was going to run with it. Because Jason was a very particular kind of man. All rangy and predatory and practically bursting with confidence and this is what they were like. “That’s all this is. And I don’t see why I should have to uproot my life for some adolescent fantasy—”

			“Baby. I can assure you, not one of my fantasies is adolescent.”

			And Lucinda felt that like a new fire, all over her body. Inside. Outside. In and out of all the earthquakes and eruptions until she was lit up like Guy Fawkes Day or New Year’s Eve.

			Until she didn’t know what part of her was fireworks and blinding light, and what was left of her, safe and quiet.

			“They’ll all say I slept my way to the top,” she said, switching tactics.

			But he laughed at that, too, lifting his chin toward the rest of the office. The office Lucinda had completely forgotten about. “Like they don’t already.”

			She frowned at him, not sure what shook her more. That he could shrug off something like that. Or that she clearly could, too, since she hadn’t given a thought to what her superiors might be thinking about her or this situation since she’d walked in the room and locked eyes with Jason. And besides, she knew he was right.

			What was happening to her?

			And she hated that this was so easy for him. That everything was so easy for him. He could inherit an island from a father he’d never had to hide from and live on it as some kind of stunt. He could buy himself a new island if the first one didn’t suit. He could beat her back to England, just to march into her office—her sanctuary—to make a point.

			To make demands.

			And worst of all, he could offer her things she was afraid to dream. Because she knew better.

			If she lived with him, slept with him and woke with him, melded her life with his—Touched him and tasted him and settled into him, even if she knew that it had an end date and that it wasn’t reality—

			Lucinda simply couldn’t risk it.

			She had spent all of this time doing her very best to make sure no one ever got a look beneath her icy exterior. Not so much as a glimpse. She’d never abandoned her armor, ever. Not in all the years she’d fought to rise to her current position.

			Not until she’d found herself on a tropical island with Jason Kaoki.

			And now she was terribly afraid that deep down inside her she wasn’t even remotely as hard as she pretended to be.

			She forced herself to concentrate on the latest outrageous thing that Jason had said instead. Because it’s easier, something in her whispered.

			“They do not think I’ve slept my way to the top and they won’t. You have no idea how hard I’ve fought for every single thing I have.” She hurled the words at him, aware as she did that she meant them. That this wasn’t as simple as a new tactic. The words...hurt. “You have no idea the hills I’ve climbed or what it’s cost me.”

			“You’re wrong.” His voice was as intense as hers. His gaze was fierce. “I know every single inch of those hills, baby. And believe me, I know the price.”

			“Don’t make me laugh.” But she did, and that hurt, too. “Some of us weren’t blessed with athletic prowess and matinee idol good looks. Some of us can’t smile our way into a better future, we have to claw for it. One broken fingernail at a time.”

			And she had never seen that expression on his face before. No grinning, no glinting gold in his dark eyes. His beautiful face was like stone, and something inside her turned over.

			As if this, at last, was the true Jason Kaoki.

			No mask. No bullshit.

			And something foreboding shivered to life inside her again. Or maybe it was yearning, thick and deep.

			If she didn’t stop him, she could never go back.

			Lucinda understood that deep into her bones.

			If she didn’t keep him from taking this conversation where it was headed now, she would never be the same person who’d walked into this office. Never.

			She knew that as well as she knew her own name.

			But the truth of the matter was, she hadn’t come back to England the same Lucinda who’d left. She’d already changed. The woman who’d set foot on that island wasn’t the one who’d run away from it.

			And she remembered something he’d said during those perfect, endlessly sweet hours on the water. That there was no beating a wave into submission. There was no making it jump through hoops or do her bidding.

			There was only enjoying the ride.

			Let go, something in her whispered. All you need to do is let go.

			But Lucinda didn’t know how.

			“There’s not one thing you can tell me about fighting your way out of nothing that I didn’t live through myself,” Jason told her then, a kind of ferocity making him simultaneously more lethal and more beautiful. And making her skin feel so tight she thought she might crack wide open. “I’m not crazy, Lucinda. I know we only had one night together. But what a fucking night. I’m willing to put everything I have on the line to see if what I think is there is really there.”

			“Everything you have.” She made a scoffing noise, but the fact her voice was shaking rather took away from the effect. “An island you don’t give a toss about, that’s all.”

			“My heart, Scotland.” His dark eyes blazed down at her. “I’m talking about my heart. I’ve loved one woman in my entire life, and she’s the one who told me to get my shit together and stop acting like a man who broke her heart and mine before I was even born. You think I’m not scared? You think I expected you to come wandering onto my island? Here’s a fun fact, Lucinda. You don’t go and hide out there on the edge of the end of the world if you’re expecting company.”

			Her mouth was dry and her eyes were suspiciously damp. “You don’t know what you’re asking.”

			“I know exactly what I’m asking,” he threw at her, and his voice was harder then. Bigger, like it was leaving marks on him, too. “I know all the things you had to swallow down to survive. All the times you had to smile when you wanted to rip someone’s throat out. All those soft, pampered little rich kids who didn’t know how good they had it, telling you how to live. Believe me, I know. You want to fight everything you see because it’s the only thing you know how to do. The only thing you’re any good at. My God, baby, you have to know that I’m right there with you.”

			“Then why are you fighting?” And Lucinda felt an odd weightlessness, a shuddering, and understood on some dim level that she’d lost control. Of this interaction, certainly. But worse, of herself. She’d lost any sense of where they were or who might be watching. Worse, she didn’t care. And all the while her heart kicked at her, so hard she was sure it was already in pieces. “If you know, why are you saying all these crazy, impossible things?”

			“Because I don’t believe we’re broken,” he roared, or maybe it was only Lucinda who shook. Not the glass walls. Not London. “I don’t believe that all the things we had to shove aside to get where we wanted to go are lost forever. I believe they’re right here.” And he slammed one big hand on his chest then. “Right fucking here.”

			She thought she said something, but her head was making too much noise. Her heart was like thunder.

			“You humbled me, Lucinda,” Jason said, and she could hear him perfectly. As if he was inside her, inside that thunder. “You made me feel like a god and you made me want to cry like a child, and the only way I could think to convince you to give this a shot was to make it one more fucking transaction, because that’s what you understand best.”

			“It’s who I am,” she whispered.

			“I don’t believe that all you are is ambition.” Jason’s growl dared her to defy him. “Just like I don’t believe the only thing I’ll ever be good at is throwing a football. I think there’s more. I want more. And Lucinda, I want you to want more with me.”

			There was no reason that she should be crying. Fat, wet tears tracking down her cheeks and wrecking her. There was no reason that she should be shaking as if she was cold, her teeth chattering, one more earthquake working its way out from inside her.

			There was no reason that sex with this man should have felt like a sacrament, or that leaving him should have felt like chopping off a limb, and how was she supposed to go on with all these feelings bursting out of her?

			“I decided a long time ago that I had to make a choice,” she told him, her lips nearly numb with the effort it took to keep from screaming. “Other girls had the luxury of their emotions, but not me. I made a plan, then I executed it. I didn’t waste time worrying about others people’s feelings, and I had no time at all for mine. There was only the plan. And my life was absolutely fine. It is absolutely fine. I don’t need...this.”

			You.

			“But what if you don’t have to hide?” he threw right back at her. “What if you don’t have to build your dream for other people to live in it? What if you can live your own?”

			“Shut up,” she tried to shout at him, but it was barely a whisper.

			“What if,” Jason said, very quietly, though each word felt etched in stone, “you didn’t have to work so hard to make other people happy? What if you got to just...be happy?”

			She didn’t know when his hands had come up to grip her upper arms. She didn’t know when he’d dropped his face to hers, so close that she was sure she could taste him already.

			And she was aware that her whole company was right there on the other side of that glass, no doubt staring at this display—but for once in her life, Lucinda didn’t care what anyone else thought of her.

			What if...?

			Two little words with too much weight, careening around inside her.

			“Some people don’t get to be happy,” she managed to say, though her voice caught. “The best they can hope for is to be focused. Driven. And if you achieve what you want, in the end, it feels like the same thing.”

			“Bullshit, baby,” Jason retorted, dark and sure. “I don’t know what ‘driven’ tastes like. But I have a pretty good idea that happiness tastes like this.”

			His lips touched hers, and it wasn’t the mad passion of the island. It wasn’t that drugging, intoxicating jolt of electricity.

			Or it was that, but it was so much more, too.

			He tasted like promises. Like dreams come true.

			Like happily-ever-afters and a whole wide world of yes.

			She found her hands on the lapels of that beautiful suit and she pushed herself back from him, her eyes too full with feelings she didn’t have the slightest clue how to name.

			“Jason.” And his voice was hardly a prayer, though it felt like one. “Don’t you understand? The only thing I know how to do, the only thing I can do, is fight.”

			“Then fight,” he dared her, a light she couldn’t let herself believe in shining there in his eyes. “Fight like hell, Scotland. I can handle your fight. Are you kidding? It turns me on.”

			“Everything turns you on.” But she shook her head, afraid to give in to that odd urge to laugh her way through this. “I just don’t think—”

			“Don’t.” His hands moved to cup her face, brushing the dampness aside with his thumbs. “Don’t think. Fight. But Lucinda, stop fighting me. Fight for me. Fight with me. And who knows? Maybe we’ll build a whole lot more than a resort.”

			And she thought about surfing. About climbing up on that board and finding her balance on the shifting waves beneath her. No plan in the world had helped her then. There had only been learning to lean, to balance, to shift her weight and find her way.

			And once she had, she’d flown. She’d catapulted into all that blue, fast and free.

			Kind of how she felt right now, with Jason’s hands on her face and his dark gaze on hers, all that expectation and hope and that swelling thing, that ache, that joy, she was too scared to name.

			But she didn’t have to name it. All she had to do was stand up, find her feet and commit herself to the ride—knowing that Jason was right there beside her, all the way from here to forever, if she’d let him.

			If she’d just let him.

			She stopped shuddering. She took a deep breath.

			She tipped back her head, she let a smile crack her whole face open, and for the first time in her life, Lucinda Graves...let go.

		
	
        
			CHAPTER SIXTEEN

			A LITTLE MORE than two years later, Lucinda woke in the middle of the night. She knew it was the middle of the night because the clock on her bedside table told her so, but the insistent light outside the windows told different tale.

			Because this far north in an Icelandic summer, there was nothing but daylight no matter what time of day it was.

			Lucinda had been here two days so far and she wasn’t sure she could ever get used to it the way the locals seemed to.

			She swung out of the huge, imposing bed and padded over to the window. Outside and far below, the surging sea hurled itself against a spit of volcanic rock that jutted out from the rocky coast. She thought, not for the first time, that it looked as if it could belong to the island she now thought of as hers—well, hers and Jason’s—though it was much, much colder here. Even though it was supposedly summer.

			She wasn’t surprised when she felt Jason come up behind her. She hadn’t heard him move, but she was used to that now—the fact that such a big man could move so quietly. And she could feel him these days, as if they were connected.

			He pulled her back against his chest, so she could feel all that sweet, drugging heat of his. He was like her own personal furnace.

			“Come back to bed,” he rumbled in her ear.

			“Maybe I don’t want to come back to bed,” she said, though she was smiling. It had taken her a long time to get used to smiling so much. Her cheeks had ached so much the first few months that she’d secretly worried there was something wrong with her. When she’d finally confessed her fears to Jason, he’d roared with laughter. And then made her ache in a whole different way. “Isn’t this supposed to be a famous sex hotel? Maybe I want to check out the dungeon.”

			His response was instant and unmistakable. “Just say the word, baby.”

			Lucinda’s body shivered into instant, red-hot awareness, the way it always did. It didn’t matter how recently she’d had him—in this case, in a glorious, screaming rush on the very bed that waited for them across the room—she always wanted more.

			More, and then more still.

			The past two years had been one dream coming true after the next. Lucinda had built her resort with painstaking care. And had quit her company—and their snide remarks about her relationship with Jason—the moment it was done, the better to branch out on her own. Pandora had come with her, and together they’d gone even further than Lucinda could have imagined on her own. She’d gotten everything she’d ever wanted, and so much more, and she’d gotten Jason, too—the thing she hadn’t known she wanted. The thing that made all the rest of it matter.

			Which wasn’t to say it had always been smooth or easy.

			The funny thing about armor was that prying it off proved just as hard as putting it on in the first place had been. Meaning, one painful moment after the next. Together and apart. Neither one of them was good at backing down, and sometimes they fought because that was what they knew how to do.

			But Jason demanded intimacy. And Lucinda found that the more she gave, the deeper it went, and the more it turned out she had to give, after all. Which made her crave the very intimacy she feared.

			It was a circle, maybe. But at the center of the circle, there was Jason, and he was worth it.

			God, was he worth it.

			“Come to bed,” Jason said again, with more of an order in his voice this time. “Maybe you forgot we have a fancy wedding in the morning.”

			“A fancy commitment ceremony, I think you mean. Isn’t that what it said on the invitation?”

			“I don’t know.” Jason was tired of waiting, clearly, because he leaned down and hauled Lucinda up, tossing her over his shoulder as he turned back to the bed. “Blah, blah, blah, the professor likes her lectures. I don’t really care what they call it as long as they’re happy.”

			“You’re a romantic caveman,” Lucinda said, laughing. And enjoying the view of her man’s perfect ass as he walked. “That’s what I love about you the most.”

			He tossed her down on the high mattress, coming down after her. And he wasted no time pressing her down against it with every inch of that hard, sculpted body.

			They fit together like puzzle pieces. Flush and true.

			“Say that again,” he rumbled at her.

			Because it had taken her a long time. A very long time, and then a little bit longer still.

			I love you, she had said, purely by accident one day. The resort had been well under way and entering its final phase. All Jason had done was appear on the worksite with a special cup of coffee he’d made just for her. She looked up, accepted the cup and lost her mind.

			I love you, she had said, and it was as if the sun rose all over again. That was the look he’d given her.

			Right before he showed her exactly how he felt about those words, without even locking the door to the construction trailer she’d used as an office.

			She still wasn’t over it.

			“I love you,” she said now, hushed and awed, the way she always was.

			Because he wasn’t simply beautiful outside—though he was that all right, in spades.

			Jason was the kind of beautiful that left marks. That encouraged her to better herself, particularly when she least wanted to do it.

			He’d taught her to let go. And in return, she loved him the way his father hadn’t, or couldn’t. With every single part of herself. Every dream, every wish.

			Everything she had, she gave to him. And he gave it right back.

			She felt the thick head of his cock against her entrance, and she was already—always—hot and wet and ready for him. White night, tropical storms and everything in between. All she really needed was this. Him.

			“I love you,” she said again, like a vow.

			“Damn right you do,” Jason growled.

			Then thrust his way inside her, bringing them both home.

			 

			The wedding—or ceremony, or whatever it was—was surprisingly sweet, Jason thought the next day.

			Thor and his professor, Margot, exchanged vows, though not the kind of traditional vows that Jason was used to. Very little honoring and possessing, and a whole lot of promising and hoping.

			Jason realized, as he stood in the small group before the altar they’d made out there on the rocks with the sea as fierce witness behind them, that he’d never seen Thor smile like that before. Not once in all those video calls.

			It made him smile, too.

			“Is the Viking actually a marshmallow?” Angelique murmured from beside him, one hand toying idly with the choker at her throat. “Can a Viking be a marshmallow?”

			“A Viking perhaps,” her prince, Zain, said from her other side, a faint smile on his mouth. “But not, I think, a prince.”

			The two of them exchanged a heated look, and Jason smiled a little wider.

			On Zain’s other side, Charlie was shaking his head.

			“Nobody wants to be a marshmallow,” he drawled, all kinds of Texas in his voice. “Especially a Viking.”

			But Jason saw the way Charlie gazed at his wife, Maya, who jiggled their toddler on her hip, murmuring something to him as the little boy’s lower lip trembled. And his smile got even bigger.

			“I don’t need a marshmallow, thank you,” his own woman said from beside him, prim and faintly disapproving. “I like a little fight.”

			And Jason turned the full force of his smile on Lucinda, because he knew that a knockdown, drag-out firefight always led to the hottest makeup sex. But he also knew that when he got sweet, she cried.

			So she could pretend she didn’t like a little marshmallow goodness if it made her feel tough. He knew better.

			Up on the stone altar, Thor and his woman made their union, whatever they called it, real. They kissed, their friends and family applauded, and Jason decided that he might not know his brothers and sister as well as some people knew their siblings, but he liked them all the same.

			And as the crowd moved to the tent set out on a bluff next to the hotel, up above the sea, Thor and his brand-new wife came to stand with this little knot of people whom Daniel St. George had brought together.

			Hell, Jason thought. Maybe the old man wasn’t much of a father in his lifetime. But he’d done all right after his death.

			“To weddings that aren’t weddings,” Charlie’s wife, Maya, said, grinning at Margot in her pale red dress.

			“Because there’s so much more to marriage than the ceremony that starts it,” Margot replied, but she was grinning so wide it made all her blue and purple hair bounce a little.

			“To ohana,” Jason said, grinning at them all. “To all of you, my brothers and sister. And to our dearly departed father, who made all of this happen.”

			“Fuck that guy,” Charlie said lazily.

			They all laughed and lifted their glasses, and Jason felt a different kind of peace settle in on him then. When he looked down, it was Lucinda, with her arm around him and her curls everywhere, just the way he liked it. She was pressed up close to his side, her arm around his waist, because she knew.

			That his feelings about his father were layered. And he could laugh about it sometimes, but other times it ate at him. He’d shown her all of him, the ugly and the sweet, and she’d smiled at him and asked for more.

			And he thought that there would probably be no more perfect moment in his life. Than this. Real ohana. His siblings who were more like friends every day.

			And the love of his life, freckles across her nose and her hair like fire.

			“I’m going to marry you,” he told Lucinda then. “And soon, Scotland. So you might want to get your head around it now.”

			Everyone around them laughed, but his gaze was on his woman. There was a time she would have turned bright red. When talking about private things in public would have made her want to keel over where she stood.

			But they weren’t the same people they’d been when they’d met for the first time in that falling-down hotel.

			They’d knocked the old building down, and with it, all those outdated and unnecessary parts of themselves they’d been forced to build into this fortress or that weapon to scrape their way through this life in the first place.

			But now they had each other. They didn’t need all those walls and sharp edges.

			Though they’d kept a chunk of that building, to remind them. It sat like a sculpture in one of their gardens.

			Lucinda smiled at him now, big and bright on this strange, cold island, while the rest of his family cheered.

			“I’ll marry you,” she threw back at him, her voice rich and Scottish all the way through. “But you’ll bloody well ask.”

			He heard his brothers roar with laughter. He could hear his sister do the same.

			And his woman’s eyes were blue like his ocean, his sky.

			His everything.

			Jason was not a man of small gestures. He sank down to his knees, opened his arms wide and did absolutely nothing to quiet himself as he laughed, too.

			And he knew that everyone was staring at them. He reveled in it.

			He reached into the pocket of his fancy jacket and pulled out a small box. He cracked it open so she could see the ring that nestled there. Two perfect sapphires, one for each sea they’d crossed to find each other. The Pacific and the Atlantic in turn. And in the center, a brilliant, fiery diamond, which couldn’t come close to the fire he felt every time he looked at her.

			But it was a start.

			“Lucinda,” he belted out, like he was his own goddamn church bell. “I love you. Are you going to marry me?”

			“You’re damned right I am,” she replied fiercely, and then catapulted herself straight into his arms.

			And that night, on the top of the world on another volcanic island not his own, Jason celebrated his family.

			The father he’d never known, who’d lost out, as far as he was concerned. The brothers he enjoyed more every time he saw them, and their fascinating wives. The sister he liked more every time he met her, and her prince.

			The woman who had made him whole. And bright.

			And so happy that sometimes, he was positive he was the one who was dreaming, after all.

			He thought about family, and he thought about love, and there in that bed in the hotel that Thor ran, he and Lucinda started working on their own.

			Three months later, she married him. She wore flowers and a sarong, his brothers and sister and their spouses looked on, his mother cried, and when it was done Jason threw the best damn luau the Pacific Islands had ever seen.

			Six months after that, Lucinda gave birth to their first child. A baby boy.

			They named him Daniel, for second chances.

			Because they were living theirs, every beautiful day for the rest of their lives.
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			On His Knees

			by Cathryn Fox

			CHAPTER ONE

			Tate

			“YOU CAN’T BE SERIOUS.”

			My grandfather curls knotted fingers around his crystal snifter, and holds the glass up in salute. Time-ravaged lines deepen around mossy eyes as he smiles at me. “As serious as a heart attack, son,” he says, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he takes a long pull, draining the rich, amber liquid with one easy swallow.

			I push from the ebony leather chair, shocked at the real reason my granddad asked me to stop by after a long week setting up my new office. Here I thought we were going to catch up, shoot the shit, reminisce about old times after I moved my law practice from Boston to Manhattan to be closer to him. But instead I find myself alternating between sitting and standing, pacing and pausing as his unexpected request pings around inside my brain.

			Change my property title and deed half my billion-dollar Manhattan estate to Summer Love.

			“She’s quite the looker, this one,” Granddad says, and picks up the Polaroid picture sitting on the mahogany side table in his study, one of the many nostalgic pieces he salvaged from the bygone gentlemen’s club where he once networked. I glance at the picture in his hand. Christ, he’s been grinning at it like love-struck teenager since I arrived thirty minutes ago.

			Could he really be in love—with Summer Love?

			And what kind of name is that anyway?

			“What do you think, son?”

			What I think is she’s a third his age. For Christ’s sake, she’s young enough to be his granddaughter. What the hell is going on inside that brain of his? I shake my head, as arthritic fingers hold the photo up higher for my inspection. I glance at the Polaroid, which showcases the left half of my grandfather’s face, and Summer Love from the chin up. I study her full pouty mouth, makeup-free face, big brown doe eyes and caramel hair piled haphazardly on the top of her head. Yeah, okay, she’s gorgeous in that fresh-faced girl-next-door way—which probably opens many affluent doors for a gold digger like her.

			And who the hell takes a selfie with a Polaroid anyway?

			I shove my hands into the pockets of my black dress pants, and walk around Granddad’s monument of a desk. Incredulous at what he’s asking me to do, a garbled sound catches in my throat—a half laugh, half snort. I pace to the window and look out. On Sixty-Fourth Street below, dozens of people bustle about. A robust, early December breeze ruffles their clothes and pushes them along the sidewalk.

			“Come on, have a celebratory drink with me, already,” Granddad says again, his once syrupy voice now broken and gravelly.

			Agitated, I remove my hands from my pockets, and swipe one through hair that desperately needs a barber. I just haven’t had a lot of time lately. After moving back last week, I’ve put all my energy into getting my Manhattan apartment in order as well as the new firm—we’re set to open for business after the holidays. My other hand smooths down my tie, a habit I picked up from my granddad even before I began wearing suits.

			“Yeah, okay,” I finally concede. The truth is I need a drink, something to help me swallow and digest this troubling news. But I’ll be damned if I’ll drink to my grandfather losing his mind and signing over half his estate to some con artist. I won’t let that happen. Not in a million fucking years. I walk to the bar, pour a generous amount of brandy into a glass and throw it back in one motion. I welcome the burn as I slam the glass down on the bar harder than necessary and turn around to regard my grinning grandfather.

			“She’s lovely, James. Don’t you think so?” he asks, using my middle name. He always preferred James to Tate. Probably because James is his first name, too. He loved the idea of his grandson carrying his name into the next generation. My mom, however, insisted on Tate as my first name, after her late father. But thinking of my mom ties my stomach into knots. She left when I was a child, accepting a big payout from Dad to leave me behind. Acid burns in my throat to think she chose money over her son. I guess she knew how to get around the prenuptial, and in the end I’d rather be with a parent who wants me.

			Pushing those ugly thoughts to the recesses of my mind, I pace for a moment, then perch on the arm of the chair opposite Granddad. With my hands braced on my thighs, I take a deep fueling breath and let it out slowly. “Granddad,” I begin, then clamp my teeth together with an audible click. How the hell can I tell him this woman is a con, out to bleed millions from his bank account, without hurting him in the process? This is a man who worked hard his whole life, dragged himself up from the gutters and turned thousands into billions on Wall Street. He’s a man of morals, one who led by example and taught me and my father—not to mention my aunts, uncles and cousins—the value of hard work. Nothing was ever handed to any member of the Carson family. Sure, I was given a top-notch education at the finest schools, but Granddad always made me hold down part-time jobs. At Harvard, I worked the dish pit at the campus pub, eventually climbing my way up to bartender. I owe this man so much, and the last thing I want is to slap him with reality when he thinks he’s in love with some...fraud.

			The picture falls from his rickety hand, and his frailty hits me like a punch to the gut when he bends to retrieve it. His big, gray cardigan hangs a little looser on his shoulders as he sits back up. He adjusts it, but there is nothing he can do to hide his ill health. Goddammit, I should have come home sooner, should have been here to prevent this woman from ever digging her claws into a dying man.

			“How did you two meet?” I ask, choking back the emotions crawling up my throat.

			Chuckling, he gives me a wink. “At the clinic.”

			“The clinic?” Restless, I stand, drawing myself up to my full six feet. “What was she doing there?”

			“She held the door open for me.”

			“That’s it?” I really don’t like the sounds of this. I put my hand on the back of my head, apply pressure to the dull ache beginning at the base of my neck as every muscle in my body tightens, goes on alert. “That’s how you met?”

			“Yes.”

			I angle my throbbing head, my gaze raking over my grandfather’s face as I take in his body language. There’s something he’s not telling me. The grandson in me senses it, the lawyer in me knows it. “What was she doing at the clinic?”

			Granddad hesitates and I pinch the bridge of my nose, envisioning Summer Love hanging out at the geriatrics clinic, scoping out her next target. If it’s money she’s after, and obviously it has to be, she definitely scored big-time with Granddad. But Jesus, what kind of a woman would do something so reprehensible?

			A conniving one.

			“Does she work there?” I ask.

			Gnarled fingers swat the air, like I’m an annoying fly, buzzing with too many questions. “What’s with the interrogation? You’re going to love her, James. I’m sure you two will hit it off as soon as you meet,” he says, pivoting the conversation.

			Doubtful.

			Anger prowls through my blood, a hot burn that nudges my temper. In the past Granddad always had an ironclad prenuptial drawn up. Why doesn’t he want one this time? Christ, he’s not even married to the woman, yet he wants to sign half his estate over. He has to be losing his mind. What other explanation could there be?

			“How long have you known her?”

			“Long enough to know I want her to be part of the family.” He averts his eyes for a moment, glancing over my shoulder to gaze at the floor-to-ceiling bookshelf behind me. Why the hell is he being so cagey?

			I stand, walk to the bookshelf and run my hand along the aged bindings. The musty scent of old paper, combined with its vanilla undertones, takes me back to my days spent in the Harvard library.

			“What does Dad think of this?” I ask, turning back around to square off against my grandfather. No way can I let this go.

			His bony collarbone jumps as he gives a shrug. “He thinks it’s a brilliant idea.”

			My head rears back in disbelief. No way would my father give consent to this, unless he’s losing his mind, too. Not that I can call him and have a chat to gauge his mental capacity. He’s out of reach, off to Bali on his fourth honeymoon with a girl half his age. Both Dad and Granddad have a history of marrying younger women—although this time Granddad is really widening the age bracket, horrendously so. At least Dad still had enough wits about him to draw up a prenuptial before he said I do.

			My gaze rakes over my grandfather. I take in his winter-white hair, the thinning of his face. Heavy lines bracket milky blue eyes that have dulled with age as he turns his gaze back to the Polaroid. Christ, I don’t want to burst his bubble, but no way can I let him sign over his life’s work. I’m not just his grandson, I’m his power of attorney, in charge of his affairs and sworn to keep his best interests at heart.

			“When can I meet her?” I ask.

			His head lifts, and for a brief second I catch a sparkle of something in his eyes—a reminder of the youthful man who was as sly as he was strong. He briefly shuts his eyes, and when he opens them again, the sparkle is gone. His face pulls into a sad grimace when he says, “She’s on vacation, in St. Moritz. Won’t be back for a week.”

			Of course she’s on vacation in St. Moritz. Why wouldn’t she be, considering Granddad owns numerous hotels and chalets in the Alpine resort town? I spent a lot of days on the slopes during my school breaks and holidays, and a lot of nights working the bar. Like I said, Granddad wanted me to understand the value of hard work.

			“Is she staying in one of your hotels?” I ask, holding no punches.

			“Enough with the questions, son.” He climbs to his feet to refill his glass, but his nonanswer says it all. She’s staying in one of his hotels, and he likely footed the bill for the whole trip.

			I dig my phone from my front pocket and do a quick search for Summer Love. I scan all the social media sites and come up with nothing. How can a woman in her late twenties have zero online presence? I’m on Instagram and Twitter, even though I rarely post, but I at least have an account. She has nothing. I guess she’s smart enough not to leave a trail behind after she cons people out of their money.

			Agitated, I push from the bookshelf and pace. This. This is the reason I don’t get emotionally involved with women. Between my father, and my grandfather, I’ve seen enough “aunts” come and go over the years to realize it’s not the men themselves these women want. It’s what they have in their bank account. My own mother was no different.

			Christ, is there not one decent woman left in the world, one who cares about love, life and people over money? If she’s out there, she’s certainly not traveling in any of my social circles. Not that I’m looking to settle down. I prefer a revolving door, sex for sex and no commitment. Those are the rules I live by, rules that protect me. But right now I have much more important things on my plate. Things like worrying about my grandfather’s state of mental health and exposing Summer Love for the fraud she really is. I will not stand back and let her cheat my family out of millions.

			“How long will it take for you to draw the papers up?” Granddad asks, settling himself back into his leather chair, that hint of a spark back in his eyes. “I want to surprise her when she returns.”

			I scrub my chin, a stall tactic as my mind races, a plan forming in the depths of my brain. I lift my eyes to his as the idea takes shape, becomes lucid. It might be ludicrous, but extreme situations call for extreme measure. “It will take about a week,” I inform him. Just enough time for me to go to St. Moritz, seduce Summer Love and take her to her knees.

			Copyright © 2019 by Cathryn Fox
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			Down & Dirty

			by Rhenna Morgan

			CHAPTER ONE

			RINGING EARS, A RAW throat and throbbing feet. Every pleasure had its price. A consequence to be paid after the indulgence was over. But for Lizzy, that cost was not only worth it, but necessary. Especially since the bulk of paying her bills came from abandoning herself to the thing she loved most.

			Nothing beat sharing her music with a live crowd. Absolutely nothing. There was a connection behind it. A raw energy fueled by the emotions of those around her that flooded her insides and smothered all the day-to-day minutia. All that was left in its wake was pure bliss. An indescribable aliveness akin to fantastic sex—only without the vulnerability and risk of heartbreak.

			Hopped up and fresh off the stage from her last set, she strode into the dingy ten-by-twenty storage room that doubled as the bar’s staging area, her bandmates hard on her heels.

			“Lizzy, baby! That was fucking awesome!” Tony’s praise ricocheted off the once-white walls now stained with too many years of nicotine. At six-two with long-ish dirty blond hair, dreamy blue eyes and a wicked smile, he attracted female music lovers with little more than a crook of his finger. How the guy could pound the massive drum kit he set up for every show and still have this much energy five hours later, she’d never know, but it’d take him a good two more hours to come down.

			She snagged her guitar case off the crude wooden shelf, laid it out along the third-or fourth-hand leather couch and flipped open the lid. “The place might be a dive, but they draw a hell of a crowd.”

			“Ain’t the bar that draws the crowd,” Skeet said, following suit with Lizzy and stowing his Telecaster. His vibe was the polar opposite of Tony’s. More of a biker meets cowboy combination with the Marlboro raspy voice to go with it. He paused just before sliding the black-and-white beauty into its plush-lined case and eyeballed her over one shoulder. “It’s you.”

			“Man, you keep that shit up, she’s gonna clam up on us again.” Ever the pragmatist, Dewayne—or Phat D as a recent reviewer had dubbed him—propped his Rickenbacker bass on the stand he’d left in the corner and dropped into the oversized black chair in the corner with a sigh. “She knows what she’s capable of. When she’s ready to make a move, she’ll make a move.”

			“No shit, Skeet,” Tony said. “Don’t kill our buzz.”

			“Not killin’ our buzz. Just drivin’ home my point.”

			Said point being that it was time to start working their way into some of Dallas’ better gigs. Of course, to get those gigs you had to have connections and public relations wasn’t exactly her strong suit.

			Actually, people in general weren’t her strong suit. “No point to drive home. I’m not sticking to dive bars on purpose. As soon as I can get a foot in the door at the better places, I’ll make a move.”

			“You’ve had three promoters hit you up in as many weeks,” Skeet fired back. “You want a foot in the door, you’re gonna need to actually talk to them.”

			“And I told you—Rex and I can handle it.”

			“Rex is a good guy and a helluva friend, but he ain’t a promoter or a manager. He’s a welder and an artist.”

			“He’s also trustworthy and doesn’t fuck us around.”

			“Skeet.” D wasn’t the most charismatic of the group, but when he pulled that low grumbly voice, people shut up and paid attention. “Give it a rest.”

			“Buzz. Kill,” Tony added.

			Lizzy grinned and dug her phone out of her purse. For all Skeet’s hounding, she knew he meant well and wanted the same things she did. Hell, she wanted it about thirty times worse. While the rest of the guys had trade jobs to help pay their bills, ringing up groceries at the local Aldi didn’t exactly set her inspiration on fire. “It’s gonna take a lot more than Skeet pushing me for better gigs to kill tonight’s buzz.”

			She glanced at her phone and the unread text message plastered on her home screen.

			Rex: Stuck doing overtime. I’ll try to make it, but if I don’t, you’re gonna have to deal with Vic the Dick.

			Now, that was a buzz kill.

			She thumbed through her passcode and flipped directly to her text app.

			Nope. Still the same shitty message.

			“What?” Still gripping his sticks, Tony sidled closer and craned his head for a look at her phone.

			Lizzy killed the screen, turned her back and tossed her phone back in her purse before he had a chance to read it. The only thing worse than Lizzy dealing with Vic the Dick—AKA the bar owner—was sending Skeet, Tony or D to collect their cash. God knew, they’d tried that approach a time or two and still couldn’t manage to book any return gigs as a result. “Nothing. Just gotta take care of some business.” She schooled her expression the best she could and faced them. “I’m going to go settle up with Vic.”

			D snickered, stretched his long legs out in front of him and crossed his boot-shod feet at the ankles. “Guess that explains the look.”

			“What look?” She looked to Tony, then to Skeet. “I don’t have a look.”

			“Yeah, you do,” Tony said. “Kind of like you’ve held a fart in too long and are gonna throat punch the next person who keeps you from getting somewhere private so you can let it out.”

			“You got a shitty poker face, doll.” Skeet fired up a cigarette he wasn’t supposed to have lit in the building and exhaled a healthy amount of smoke on a chuckle. “You startin’ to see why someone with interpersonal skills might come in handy for us?”

			“I’m starting to think the person I’m going to throat punch tonight is you.” She tried to make it come out like the badass she pretended to be on stage, but one corner of her mouth curled up in a smile she couldn’t hold back. Strolling past him, she punched him in the shoulder with an equally lame delivery. “If I’m not back in fifteen minutes, come see if I’m being hauled off in a cop car for attempted murder.”

			All of three steps past the doorway, their laughter was swallowed up by the chaos of the lingering crowd and the requisite end-of-the-night strains of “Sweet Home Alabama.” As bars went, The Crow wasn’t the worst Lizzy had played. The single-story was a free-standing structure and big enough to hold a decent crowd—a necessity when a good chunk of your pay came from a cut of the door. That said, it was also the kind of place where the bouncers didn’t intervene unless more than two sets of fists were involved, and you definitely didn’t want to see the place with the house lights on. The scarred tables and floor stains highlighted by the neon beer signs showed plenty as it was, thank you very much.

			Lizzy sidestepped a three-woman posse that’d circled a lone man left unprotected by his wing man—and almost tripped in her four-inch-heel boots.

			Standing with his feet braced in a casual yet confident stance behind one of the many black pub tables was a man who turned the rest of the room’s predictability on its head. Dressed in tailored tan pants and a crisp white button-down with sleeves rolled up to show corded forearms, he looked like he’d just escaped long negotiations in a board room, and as tall and built as he was in the shoulders, every thread on him was probably custom-made. But where his clothes were the refined flip side to the rest of the room’s occupants, his long auburn hair and beard completely bucked the businessman stereotype, and his sharp features spoke of life experience learned the hardest way possible.

			A powerful man. One who commanded attention with nothing more than a look.

			And every ounce of his attention was locked on her.

			A whole different buzz fired beneath her skin, and her steps slowed, a sexual awareness she hadn’t felt in years fueling the sway in her hips as she worked her way through the people between her and the bar.

			“The crowd’s light tonight.” Vic’s gruff yet petulant voice ripped her attention from the stranger just in time to keep her from slamming into a table directly in her path. It took her a second to tag him behind the bar, half hidden in the shadows of one corner and counting out twenties. “Didn’t help you were late starting up the last set. We lost five big tables waiting on you and your guys to get back to work.”

			Light crowd her ass. Every single table had been full right up through their last song, and the waitresses had been hustling nonstop since Lizzy first fired up her amp. Then again, Vic was a sour fucker of the first order and always acted like the whole damned world was lined up and eager to screw him when, in fact, it was him plotting to screw everyone else.

			She pushed the insanely hot guy out of her mind and closed what was left of the distance to the bar in what she hoped looked like a laid-back stride. “The only thing you lost tonight was about a hundred bucks worth of Fireballs.”

			Vic paused in his counting and eyeballed her with one eyebrow cocked high.

			For a second, Lizzy considered sliding onto a barstool in that ready-for-conversation way Rex always used, then remembered Skeet’s comment about her shitty poker face and ditched the idea. “Oh, come on. You slid any woman who talked to you for more than five minutes tonight a free one.”

			One thing about Vic and his fragile ego—watching him puff up his chest like a disgruntled baboon while he huffed and puffed and grappled for a witty comeback was mighty entertaining. “Keeping women here is good for business. When my band can’t hold a crowd, I do what I’ve got to do.”

			“Man, you can say a lot about tonight, but us holding a crowd isn’t one of ’em. Every table was full until after we walked off stage.”

			Vic grunted and tossed a messy stack of twenties in front of her on the bar. “There’s your base.”

			The too-thin pile of crumpled bills practically mocked her from the black Formica countertop. “The deal’s base plus thirty percent of the door.”

			“Thirty percent of the door for a full house. Full house means the people stay. Not get up and leave before the night’s over. If I have to resort to Fireballs to hang on to what you and your band can’t, the cut’s null and void.”

			See? This was why she didn’t deal with Vic the Dick. Or humans. Rex would’ve known better than to prod his delicate male ego. Hell, the little girl that lived with the single mom in the apartment next to Lizzy’s would have known better. “That’s bullshit, and you know it. We’ve never had a clause like that in our bookings and, even if we did, the crowd stayed.”

			“Now you’re calling me a slime and a liar?”

			Fuck.

			Lizzy forced herself not to fidget and ground her teeth together to bite back a good old-fashioned directive to tell the asshole where he could stick his accusations. In hindsight, maybe Skeet would’ve been a better person to pick up the cash because right now she was thinking a throat punch would be highly enjoyable even if she’d never shown an act of violence her whole life.

			With no clue how to dig herself out of a hole and not end up one more bar short of places to play, she opened her mouth to start on damage control—but froze at the prickling awareness that swept down her spine.

			“At a quarter to one, your man on the door was still tracking headcount coming in and out.” The deep masculine voice tinged with the barest Scottish accent registered all of a second before the ruggedly GQ man she’d ogled on her trek across the room moved in beside her. He clinked his empty tumbler onto the countertop. While he aimed an affable smile at Vic and his posture was outwardly relaxed, there was a heightened edge to his presence. A lethal dare barely masked by his easygoing facade. When he spoke again, his tone was just as poised and calm as before, but there was no mistaking the warning behind his words. “No reason to track counts unless you’re worried about being over occupancy, now is there?”

			“Who the fuck are you?” Typical Vicente. Clueless and classless.

			Though, considering the mystery guy had all but waltzed up and firmly inserted himself in the middle of her business without so much as a hi-how-are-ya, she couldn’t say she hadn’t thought the same thing.

			Before she could say as much, the stranger slid his tumbler a little closer to Vic, pulled out a wad of cash from one pocket and flipped it open. He thumbed through the bills and peeled off a few hundreds. “I’m the man keeping you honest to the deal you booked. A standard base of $500 plus thirty percent of the door.”

			This time is was Lizzy who almost interjected with a whole lot of What the hell?, but before she could draw a big enough breath to voice the question, her mysterious and seriously badass helper turned his head and gave her a look that made the question fizzle on her tongue.

			Not a bad look, exactly. Yeah, it had a mother lode of a command behind it, but it was also comforting, too. An unspoken promise of protection and reward in exchange for the trust given.

			And damned if the apprehensive knot that’d kept a stranglehold on her insides didn’t loosen enough to let her draw a liberating breath for the first time since she’d read Rex’s text.

			The stranger’s mouth softened, hinting at the promise of a smile. A subtle acknowledgment of her response and an approval all rolled up into one. And wow—didn’t that just make her want to strut and preen even bigger than when she was on stage?

			It was whacked. Absolutely, insanely whacked. Which kinda made her want to tell him where to get off on principle alone.

			But before she could, he refocused on Vic and tossed his cash down on the table. “That’s to settle up my tab.” He nodded to the waitress quickstepping it after a pair of men who were likely trying to skip on their own tab. “She knows which one it is.” He paused just long enough to cock his head a fraction. “Now, are you gonna do the right thing and settle up with Elizabeth? Or do you want to screw yourself out of booking them again and the crowd they’ve delivered every time they’ve played here?”

			What. The ever-lovin’. Fuck.

			Who was this guy, and how did he know how well they’d performed here? Not to mention, no one called her Elizabeth. Not even her parents, and they’d been the one to pick the damned name, which just proved how poorly it fit her. She cleared her throat and straightened as tall as she could, well past ready to reestablish who was in control. At five-foot-eight and rocking four-inch thigh-high boots, most people backed down on height discomfort alone.

			But this guy? He still had two or three more inches on her and only eased a little closer. As if her shift in stance was due to discomfort and he was ready to step between her and Vic. “Pay the lady. No point in dragging this out when you know it’s the right move. You don’t and you’ll not only cut yourself short a solid band, but other bands will find out what you did and think twice about playing here.”

			Vic’s face turned a bright red not even the dim lighting could hide, and he huffed out one of those uncomfortable sounds only a bully backed in a corner could make. He pinned his gaze on Lizzy. “A word of advice. Your new guy’s got the common sense of a thug. You want to keep booking gigs you’ll go back to Rex for a middle man. No one’s gonna want to deal with this dick.” He punched open the register, snagged a stack of pre-counted bills and tossed it next to the first stack she still hadn’t touched. “Eleven hundred. Your cut of the door.” His attention volleyed to the man beside her then back to Lizzy. “You let me know what your plans are for this asshole and I’ll let you know if your spot in July’s still good.”

			With that, he slammed the register drawer shut and stalked away.

			Lizzy watched.

			And waited.

			And tried like hell to keep the cocktail of rage, praise and outright fear mushrooming up in her chest from spewing all over the seemingly unfazed man next to her. She made it until Vic and his flat ass disappeared into the back office. By some miracle, her first words came out surprisingly restrained. “Tell me you’re a friend of Rex’s and not some stranger who not only just squarely stuck his nose right in the middle of my business, but knows enough details of my bookings to make me seriously uneasy.”

			There was no hint to the smile he shot her this time, the sheer devilment behind the curve of his full lips potent enough to make the most hardened woman giggle like a little girl. “Don’t know anyone named Rex, lass, so we’re gonna have to go with door number two. Though, I wouldn’t let the fact that I knew how much you’d booked the gig for tweak you too much. Vic’s not the most creative guy. Every band that’s worth a damned gets the same deal.”

			“And you know about bands and their going rates because...”

			“Because I know music and I know bar owners.” He faced her fully and held out his hand. “Axel McKee.”

			Damn, but the man’s voice was a weapon. Rich, deep, and made all the more intoxicating with the accent. But that was nothing compared to his presence. To the raw, masculine energy emanating off him and the startling focus behind his brilliant green eyes.

			He kept his hand steady. Patiently waiting for her to take what he offered.

			A crossroad moment.

			How she knew it, she couldn’t say, but she felt it in her bones. Intuited the gravity of the situation the way prey recognized a predator had marked them as a target.

			And yet, rather than run, she lifted her hand and pressed her palm against his.

			Oh. Holy. Hell.

			A shiver she didn’t have a prayer of containing moved through her and her breath hitched with all the subtlety of a woman who’d just felt a man’s lips on the back of her neck for the first time.

			His fingers tightened around hers. A tangible testament that he’d felt and witnessed her response, which in itself should have mortified her. Instead the deepened connection resonated through her like a tether in the middle of straight-line wind.

			“Lizzy Hemming.” The quaver in her response and the sexual rasp that went with it slapped her well-honed sense of self-preservation back into place, and she tugged her hand free with an awkward abruptness. “Though, you appear to already know that.”

			“Everyone in this bar knows your name.”

			“True, but not one of them saw fit to saunter over here and put my band’s income at risk.”

			His smile really was a killer. Quick and loaded with mischief. “Vic’s an idiot, but he’s not that stupid. You covered a week’s worth of hourly wages for half of his staff on his cut of the door alone, and the way he’s trained his bartenders to short people on most of the drinks, you put him squarely in the black for the rest of the month. The last thing that’s gonna happen is you losing a booking.” He cocked his head the same way he had with Vic, only without the dangerous vibe behind his eyes. “Now, if you’re ready to stop playing gigs like this, that’s a whole different conversation.”

			Every DEFCON alarm hardwired from past experience went off at once, blaring with enough decibels to nearly make her outwardly wince. As lead-ins went, it was a smooth one, but she’d learned the hard way what trusting smooth talkers earned you. Especially the hot ones. “How exactly is it you know Vic, but he doesn’t know you? And what do you mean, I know music?”

			“I know Vic because—bad business man or not—he books good bands, and I make it my business to keep an eye out for good music in and around Texas. I know music because I love it. Have my whole life.”

			“You make it your business why?”

			His expression shifted. Narrowed with a shrewdness that made her feel as though he’d easily peeled away all her armor and studied the raw woman underneath. “You’re a guarded woman, Elizabeth. Why is that?”

			“No one calls me Elizabeth. It doesn’t fit. Never has.”

			One look. Ruthless determination behind his eyes and an uncompromising firmness to his lips. “It fits you perfectly. You’re just afraid to wear it.” He held her gaze a second longer as if to make sure his words sank in, then kept going. “Vic’s known for the move he tried to make with you. When I overheard him trying it tonight and heard the frustration in your voice, I moved in because bullies piss me off.”

			“I would’ve handled it.”

			“Sure, you would’ve. But you hate doing it. I knew it the second you stopped looking at me and shifted your attention to him. Plus, you handling it would’ve robbed me of the chance to hand him his ass.”

			He slid one hand in his pocket and pulled out a slim case made of a fine camel-colored leather. He slid a business card free. “I’m a businessman. I’ve got fingers in more industries than even I can sometimes keep track of, but the one that interests me most is music because it’s what I love. I’ve watched you and your band for a while, and I think you’ve got tremendous talent. The trick to making the most of it is maximizing the things you do well and surrounding yourself with people who can better handle the things you can’t.” He handed over the card, his stare so potent the mere act of breathing seemed impossible. “Think about it. If you decide you’re willing to lower the drawbridge enough to talk, this is how to reach me.”

			With a grin bordering on smug, he dipped his chin and ambled toward the exit with the same confident air he’d exuded from the second she’d laid eyes on him.

			What just happened?

			The single thought whipped round and round in her head, propelled by a frustrating mix of want, appreciation and fury that made absolutely no sense. She’d have probably stood there forever if the sound of footsteps coming from behind her and Rex’s smoker-raspy voice didn’t prod her out of her trance. “Hey, kiddo. Who was that?”

			She faced her near-lifelong friend, not bothering to hide what was likely a dumbfounded expression. With his gray hair well past his chin, faded Nirvana tee and even more faded jeans, Rex was the antithesis of the man who’d just walked away. More rugged than GQ. But just laying eyes on his tired mug helped her surface in reality and draw a decent breath. She glanced at the card pinched tightly between her fingers then back at the door. “I have no idea. But you can bet your ass I’m going to find out.”
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