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  Chloe Peterson is having a bad night. A really bad night. The large bruise on her cheek can attest to that. And when her car skids off the side of a wet country road straight into a ditch, she’s convinced even the gorgeous guy who rescues her in the middle of the rain storm must be too good to be true. Or is he?


  As a successful photographer who frequently travels around the world, Chase Sullivan has his pick of beautiful women, and whenever he’s home in San Francisco, one of his seven siblings is usually up for causing a little fun trouble. Chase thinks his life is great just as it is—until the night he finds Chloe and her totaled car on the side of the road in Napa Valley. Not only has Chase never met anyone so lovely, both inside and out, but he quickly realizes Chloe has much bigger problems than her damaged car. Soon, Chase is willing to move mountains to love—and protect—her, but will Chloe let him?


  Chloe vows never to make the mistake of trusting a man again. Only, with every loving look Chase gives her—and every sinfully sweet caress—as the attraction between them sparks and sizzles, she can’t help but wonder if she’s met the only exception. And although Chase didn’t realize his life was going to change forever in an instant, amazingly, he isn’t the least bit interested in fighting that change. Instead, he’s gearing up for a different fight altogether…for Chloe’s heart.


  Chapter One


   


  It was good to get out on the open road. Sure, thought Chase Sullivan, his windshield wipers were barely making a dent in the driving rain from this freak late-May storm, but it had been long past time to get out of his mother’s seventieth birthday party.


  All eight siblings together under one roof meant lots of laughs, plenty of ribbing…and at least a couple of major arguments. It didn’t help that Zach’s date for the evening had gone out with Gabe a couple of months ago.


  Throw six brothers between the ages of twenty-seven and thirty-six together and things were bound to get messy. But since it was obvious that neither of his brothers was serious about the girl, there was a zero percent chance that they were going to come to blows over her other than as an excuse to blow off some steam with their fists. Besides, as soon as Smith showed up, the girl had become so starstruck she hadn’t paid any attention to anyone else in the room.


  Chase always laughed at the way people lost it around his movie-star brother. Smith was just as normal as the rest of them. Well, maybe owning a 150-foot yacht and filling it with stars wasn’t exactly normal.


  In any case, the real reason the party had been on the verge of implosion was that his twin sisters weren’t speaking. Hell, they hadn’t needed to say a word, not when the evil glances they were shooting at each other across the room spoke volumes.


  Long ago, he’d christened Lori and Sophie Naughty and Nice. Were it not for the fact that they were physical carbon copies, Chase wouldn’t believe for a second that they were related to each other. Strangely, at the party it had looked like Nice was the one intent on murdering Naughty. If he wasn’t mistaken, Lori had actually been hiding from Sophie at one point.


  Good thing he’d had a reason to get out of there before the hair-pulling started, he thought as he rounded a curve in the narrowing road that led to the Sullivan Winery in the Napa Valley wine country.


  For the next four days, Chase was doing a photo shoot at his brother's winery for Jeanne & Annie, a quickly growing fashion house that combined haute couture with homegrown style. The models and crew would be staying in town, but Chase was going to be staying in Marcus’s guest house.


  A bolt of lightning lit up the sky and if there had been enough of a shoulder on the road, Chase would have pulled over to take some shots of the storm. He loved the rain. Big weather changed the way things looked, could transform an ordinary field into a marsh full of a thousand birds making an impromptu pit stop. Conditions that sent most photographers into a tizzy—especially if they depended on the perfect sunset to nail their pictures—were exactly what got him going.


  It was in those moments, when everyone was cold and nothing was going “right,” that magic would happen. The models would finally drop their guard and let him see all the way past their put-on beauty to who they really were. Chase believed there needed to be a true emotional connection with the camera for real beauty—along with the beauty of the clothes or jewelry or shoes that they were wearing—to really shine through.


  Of course, early on in his career, being around all that physical beauty had made Chase just as big a player as every other straight guy in the business. At first that had been one of the bonuses of his job, but then when he hit his late twenties and realized that his flavor of the night hadn’t made it a full eight hours but his photographs were forever, he’d slowed down some.


  Between his recent trips in and out of Asia and the fact that there hadn’t been anyone who got his motor going, he’d abstained for the past month. He was planning on breaking his dry spell tonight with Ellen, one of Marcus’s head managers whom he’d met briefly while setting up details for the shoot. A strings-free night of naked fun was just what the doctor ordered.


  Anticipation had him almost missing the flickering light off on the right side of the two-lane country road. In the past thirty minutes, he hadn’t passed one car, because on a night like this, most sane Californians—who didn’t know the first thing about driving safely in inclement weather—stayed home.


  Chase slowed down and turned his brights on to see better in the pouring rain. Not only was there a car stuck in the ditch, but there was a person walking along the edge of the road about a hundred yards up ahead. Obviously hearing his car approach, she turned to face him and he could see her long wet hair whipping around her shoulders in his headlights.


  Wondering why she wasn’t just sitting in her car, dry and warm, calling Triple A and waiting for them to come save her, he pulled over to the edge of his lane and got out to try and help her. She was shivering as she watched him approach.


  “Are you hurt?”


  She covered her cheek with one hand, but shook her head. “No.”


  He had to move closer to hear her over the sound of the water hitting the pavement in what were rapidly becoming hailstones. Even though he’d turned his headlights off, as his eyes quickly adjusted to the darkness, he was able to get a better look at her face.


  Something inside of Chase’s chest clenched tight.


  Despite the long, dark hair plastered to her head and chest, regardless of the fact that looking like a drowned rat wasn’t too far off the descriptive mark, her beauty stunned him.


  In an instant, his photographer’s eye cataloged her features. Her mouth was a little too big, her eyes a little too wide-set on her face. She wasn’t even close to model thin, but given the way her T-shirt and jeans stuck to her skin, he could see that she wore her lush curves well. In the dark he couldn’t judge the exact color of her hair, but it looked like silk, perfectly smooth and straight where it lay over her breasts.


  It wasn’t until Chase heard her say, “My car is definitely hurt, though,” that he realized he had completely lost the thread of what he’d come out here to do.


  Knowing he’d been drinking her in like he was dying of thirst, he worked to recover his balance. He could already see he’d been right about her car. It didn’t take a mechanic like his brother Zach to see that her shitty hatchback was borderline totaled. Even if the front bumper wasn’t half smashed to pieces by the white farm fence she’d slid into, her bald tires weren’t going to get any traction on the mud. Not tonight, anyway.


  If her car had been in a less precarious situation, he probably would have sent her to hang out in her car while he took care of getting it unstuck. But one of her back tires was hanging precariously over the edge of the ditch.


  He jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “Get in my car. We can wait there for a tow truck.” He was vaguely aware of his words coming out like an order, but the hail was starting to sting, damn it. Both of them needed to get out of the rain before they froze.


  But the woman didn’t move. Instead, she gave him a look that said he was a complete and utter nut-job.


  “I’m not getting into your car.”


  Realizing just how frightening it must be for a lone woman to end up stuck and alone in the middle of a dark road, Chase took a step back from her. He had to speak loudly enough for her to hear him over the hail.


  “I’m not going to attack you. I swear I won’t do anything to hurt you.”


  She all but flinched at the word attack and Chase’s radar started buzzing. He’d never been a magnet for troubled women, wasn’t the kind of guy who thrived on fixing wounded birds. But living with two sisters for so many years meant he could always tell when something was up.


  And something was definitely up with this woman, beyond the fact that her car was half-stuck in a muddy ditch.


  Wanting to make her feel safe, he held his hands up. “I swear on my father’s grave, I’m not going to hurt you. It’s okay to get into my car.” When she didn’t immediately say no again, he pressed his advantage with, “I just want to help you.” And he did. More than it made sense to want to help a stranger. “Please,” he said. “Let me help you.”


  She stared at him for a long moment, hail hammering between them, around them, onto them. Chase found himself holding his breath, waiting for her decision. It shouldn’t matter to him what she decided.


  But, for some strange reason, it did.


   


  * * *


   


  Chloe Peterson had never felt so wet, so miserable…or so desperate. She’d been beating the speed limit for the past couple of hours, before the storm had kicked into overdrive. She’d slowed down considerably on the super-slick pavement, but her tires were old and bald, and before she knew it, her car was skidding off the road.


  Straight into a muddy ditch.


  It might have been easier—smarter, too—to sit in her car and wait out the storm. But she’d been too keyed up to stay still. She’d needed to keep moving, otherwise the thoughts knocking around in her head were going to catch up with her, so she’d slung her backpack over her shoulders and stepped out into the rain, just as it turned into out-and-out hail.


  The hard little pellets hurt her skin, but she’d been glad for the cold, for the sting. Because it gave her something else to focus on, something besides what had happened just hours ago.


  She hadn’t been sure exactly where she was—or what she was headed for–but she’d hoped she was walking in the direction of town.


  All night long the roads had been strangely empty, but she’d barely starting walking away from her car when she’d realized headlights were coming up behind her.


  Fear had knocked into her again as the car pulled over to the side and she’d had to stop to brace herself to withstand it. She was all alone on a dark, wet, country road. She didn’t have her cell phone, and even if she had, she doubted there was enough reception out here in the storm for it to get a signal.


  And then a man–a large man–had gotten out of his car and started walking toward her, telling her to get into his car.


  No way.


  He’d tried to convince her that she was safe with him. He’d said all the right things, but she’d had too much experience with people like that, who easily said one thing, then did another.


  “I don’t know you,” she told him. He could be an axe murderer. She had feet. She’d walk and find a place to dry off later.


  She could see the frustration on his face, knew he was about to try and reason with her again, when suddenly, the sound of skidding tires came at them. Before she knew what was happening, he was pulling her into his arms. She didn’t have time to think of fighting him, didn’t even consider it when she realized a fast-moving motorcycle was practically on top of them.


  She closed her eyes, bracing for impact, when the man effortlessly lifted her and jumped into the ditch, holding her tightly against him.


  She opened her eyes just in time to watch the motorcycle’s back tires skid and then finally catch hold just in the place she’d been standing. Her heart, which had all but stopped, started racing again as she watched it speed away.


  “Are you okay?”


  Chloe looked up at the man who had shielded her from harm with his own body, and for the first time since he’d stepped out of his car, she was hit hard with the realization of just how attractive he was.


  No, she silently admitted to herself. Attractive was a paltry word for a man like this. Even in the darkness, she could see that he put other men to shame. As big as she’d first thought, even in the cold rain, he was utterly gorgeous.


  And her body was reacting with surprising heat.


  Or maybe, she suddenly realized, that heat was coming from the fact that he was still cradling her in his strong arms.


  The way he’d moved her out of the way of the too-close motorcycle had her teetering on the edge of trusting him. And on any other night, perhaps it would have been enough. But was it?


  They were both splattered with mud from where he’d landed with her in his arms and now that they were safe again, she struggled to stand up, to try and right her thoughts so that she could come to some sort of rational decision.


  “Wait a minute,” he said, “let me get us out of here.”


  A few moments later, he put her down on the side of the road. “It really isn’t safe to be out here. Not for either of us.”


  Common sense told her he was right, and yet, she was still wary. Incredibly so.


  But at this very moment what other choice did she have?


  Replaying in her mind the way he’d protected her from harm, Chloe finally, said, “Okay. I’ll go with you.”


  She sincerely hoped she didn’t end up regretting her choice.


  Chapter Two


   


  Thank god, thought Chase, as she finally agreed to come with him. That motorcycle had scared the crap out of him. He hadn’t thought, had just acted to save her. Both of them.


  Now, his instincts as a gentleman had him reaching for her backpack.


  She immediately jumped back a foot. “Please don’t.” She carefully banked that quick flash of fear before saying, “I can carry my own bag, thanks.”


  The way she’d leaped out of his reach could hurt a guy’s ego if he let it. At the same time, Chase knew it was just plain good sense for a woman to be on her guard with a strange guy in a situation like this.


  Unfortunately, as she walked to his car, he found himself unable take his eyes off her sweetly rounded curves.


  But any guy with little sisters, especially two pretty girls who got into more scrapes than he was comfortable thinking about, gave an extra bit of consideration to his interactions with women. He and his brothers might like to play—a whole heck of a lot—but none of them would ever do anything dangerous or take a woman against her will. No, they’d much rather have their women begging for it.


  And this was no time to be thinking about sex. Not when he had a half-drowned woman on his hands...well, in his car, at least, since he’d promised her his hands weren’t going to come anywhere near her.


  Knowing his leather interior was never going to be the same after the water and mud hit them, Chase opened the driver’s side door and slid inside. Steam rose from their clothes, condensation covering the inside of the windows, making the car feel even more intimate than it already was. Chase couldn’t help but notice that his surprise passenger smelled good, like rain and freshly bloomed flowers.


  “Where were you headed?” he asked.


  Instead of answering his question, she said, “If you could just take me to the nearest motel, that’d be great.” She paused for a moment before adding, “Someplace cheap would be best.”


  With his plans for the evening falling apart one soaking-wet minute at a time—along with the fact that he was trying to repress the way her scent was driving his senses crazy—Chase’s voice was gruffer than usual as he offered, “Look, I’ve got a free place for you to stay for the night. We can call road assistance from there.”


  It would be better to wait until she was dry and warm again to break it to her that even though road assistance would be able to pull her car out of the ditch, they probably wouldn’t be able to make it run again.


  “Thanks for the offer,” she said, her words still wary, but firm, too. “Really, a motel is fine.” She shrugged, an outline of moving shoulders in the dark interior of his car. “And don’t bother calling road assistance. At this point I might as well leave my car in the ditch.”


  The exhaustion in her voice fought with an underlying strength for dominance. While she clearly didn’t have the money to deal with any of this, she wasn’t sitting in his car crying about it.


  Chase knew he should just take her to a motel. Lord knew she’d told him to do that more than once already. But there was no way he could leave her in some dank motel. Not if he wanted to be able look at himself in the mirror in the morning without seeing the word asshole written across his forehead.


  Besides, every instinct he possessed told him she needed more help than just a ride to a motel.


  Chase had learned early on from his mother and sisters not to mess with what a woman wanted. He knew better, knew this woman would be pissed off with what he was about to do.


  But none of that, none of the warning buzzers that were going off in his head, were enough to stop him from deciding to help her anyway.


  He turned the key in the ignition and as he carefully pulled back onto the road, he realized he didn’t know her name. Considering he was taking her to the warmth and comfort of the large guest house at his brother’s winery—whether she wanted to go there or not—he figured a couple of formalities wouldn’t be a bad thing.


  “I’m Chase Sullivan.”


  No sound came from the passenger seat and, inexplicably, he found himself fighting a grin. When was the last time a woman hadn’t thrown herself at him?


  Then again, this one hadn’t told him anything at all, had she? Not just her name, but where she was headed.


  Something was definitely up. It would be a much better idea if he could let it go, take her to a motel so that he could get on with his night of meaningless sex with Ellen at the winery.


  So then, why wasn’t he doing just that?


  And why the hell did he feel strangely drawn to this complete stranger?


  He let the silence ride out between them, knowing she’d only answer if she felt comfortable enough with him to do so.


  Finally, she said, “My name is Chloe.”


  A pretty name. He normally would have told her so, but she was so touchy she’d probably take it the wrong way. He also noticed she didn’t tell him her last name.


  She craned her neck to look out the window at a dimly lit sign. “Where are you going?” she asked, panic clearly threaded through each vowel. “Town is the opposite direction.”


  Fortunately, right then he saw the Sullivan Winery sign, hit the remote to open the gates, and started up the narrow road.


  “Chase.”


  Her voice held a strong note of warning, but it certainly didn’t stop him from liking the way his name sounded on her lips.


  “I told you to take me to a motel.”


  He thought about the different ways he could respond, if he should make excuses or be placating. But sensing she’d see through his bullshit in a way most women rarely did, he simply said, “The guest house is closer. Nicer, too.”


  She made a barely muffled sound of irritation. “Do you always ignore what people want and do what you want to do anyway?”


  Again, there were several possible responses. But only one honest one. “Pretty much.”


  “Your mother must be so proud,” Chloe said, sarcastically.


  He liked the way the words rolled right off her tongue, as if she was getting a little more comfortable with the idea of being in his car, but a moment later, judging by the way she shifted uncomfortably in the seat, he knew she was worried about her off-the-cuff response.


  Speaking as easily as he could, he said, “Fortunately, I have five brothers and two hellcat sisters to distract her.”


  He hoped she’d give another unguarded response to that piece of information and was glad when she turned back to him and said, “You’re kidding, right?”


  “Nope. Eight of us in all.” He took his eyes off the road long enough to grin at her.


  She shook her head. “Your mother must be a saint.”


  Good. He’d managed to distract her for a few moments, long enough to pull up behind the guest house. And this time, she didn’t seem to be worried by what she’d said - or how he would react to it.


  “Look,” he said softly, “I know you’d rather not be here, but my brother owns this winery and I can’t see how it makes sense to pay for a crappy room in some dump on the side of the freeway when there are five empty bedrooms right here.”


  “I don’t know you,” she said again.


  “I know you don’t. And, trust me, if you were either of my sisters I wouldn’t want you to trust some guy who picked you up on the side of the road in the middle of a rainstorm.” He noted her surprise at the way he’d agreed with her innate wariness of him. “That’s why all I’m going to do is get you settled and then I’ll leave and head over to my brother’s house on the other side of the property.”


  He waited for her to say no again. And the truth was, if she flat-out insisted on going to a motel, outside of throwing her over his shoulder and chaining her to one of the beds in his brother’s guest house, he was going to have to do what she wanted.


  He pushed aside the flare of desire that tried to shoot through him at that whole tied-to-the-bedpost scenario. Lord knew if she saw her impact on him now, she was going to start clawing at the car door so that she could run screaming into town to get away from him.


  “So,” she said slowly, drawing the one word out, which had the unfortunate result of drawing his eyes to her full, expressive lips.


  My God, she had to be one the most beautiful women he’d come across in months. Years, maybe. And beautiful women were his job.


  “You’re not going to stay with me?”


  Ah, finally. It was the first time she hadn’t argued with him or told him she couldn’t stay here. Seizing the moment, he said, “I’ll just get you settled and then I’ll head over to his house for the rest of the night.”


  Before she could change her mind, he reached for her bag, but she shifted and opened the door, moving out into the rain before he could help her with the damn thing. For some crazy reason, it had become a goal to carry it for her. He wanted to get her to trust him enough that she would accept his help.


  She moved quickly to the covered porch. His brother’s housekeeper had left the front light on for him and he was graced with his best view of Chloe yet. Her hair, which had started to dry just a little in the car, really was like silk, so glossy she could make a mint in shampoo ads. She had a truly gorgeous figure. Not too thin, with beautifully lush curves that made his fingers itch to touch her.


  What the hell was wrong with him? He needed to stop thinking like that. He’d taken her to his brother’s place to help her out of a bad situation, not help her out of her clothes.


  As she waited for him on the porch, one hand holding her bag, the other placed over her right cheek again, Chase had to wonder why she was always hiding her cheek like that.


  He had a bad feeling about it.


  Knowing it wouldn’t help her feel any more comfortable around him if he was scowling at her, he worked to focus, instead, on the way the porch light bathed her in a faint glow. Making a mental note to set up some shots with the models the following evening right where she was standing, he walked up the steps and headed for the front door.


  “Let’s go inside and warm up.”


  He held the door open for her and she murmured, “At least your mother taught you one thing,” as she moved past him.


  Chloe’s scent wrapped itself around him again and it was a hit of potent sensuality. Problem was, she was a gorgeous woman and he was a man who adored gorgeous women. But then her bag bumped against the door frame, pushing her hips into his groin, and he barely stifled his groan in time.


  Jesus, if he didn’t know better, if she were any other woman, he’d think she’d done that on purpose. But given the way she all but threw herself across the room and away from him, he knew there was nothing intentional about her effect on him.


  It had been nearly a month since Chase had had sex, but his body was reacting to Chloe like it had been a year, like he was fourteen again and hiding out in the girls’ locker room while the cheerleading team changed.


  He smiled, thinking about that afternoon. Hell yeah, it had been good to be fourteen that day. Definitely one of Ryan’s better ideas.


  A gust of wind blew rain up on the porch and Chase closed the door and moved inside, where Chloe was standing awkwardly next to the kitchen island.


  He moved slowly into the room and worked to keep his eyes from devouring her. “Are you hungry?”


  She shook her head, her hand still over her cheek.


  “You’re hurt.” It wasn’t a question. “Let me take a look at your face.”


  She tried to take a step back but the granite counter held her where she was. “No,” she said, “I’m fine.”


  He could see how hard she was trying to be tough and strong. But didn’t she get it? He was right here offering to help her. Not moving slowly this time, not bothering to make sure he didn’t spook her, he crossed to her and put his hand over hers.


  The first touch had both of them sucking in a breath and he swore her pupils dilated a split second before she wrenched out of his grip.


  “I knew I shouldn’t have come here with you,” she said as she began to rush across the room.


  But Chase was faster, pulling her into his arms before she could get away. He was just registering her soft heat, the press of her full breasts against his chest, the heated vee between her legs that so perfectly cradled his groin, when he saw what she’d been hiding from him.


  “Jesus, Chloe, did that happen in the car?”


  Her cheek had a huge mottled bruise across it, all the colors of the rainbow with a long scratch through the center. Tears sparkled in her eyes, but they seemed to be more of frustration than due to any pain she was feeling.


  “It hasn’t been my best night.”


  Yet again, she hadn’t answered his question. But by not saying yes, he figured it was pretty safe to assume the bruise hadn’t been caused by her hitting the steering wheel when her car had landed in the ditch. Any other woman would have been crying, but not this one, even though she’d clearly had some crazy shit happen to her in the last few hours.


  “No kidding,” he said softly.


  The more he looked at her, the angrier he got about the bruise. He’d fought with his brothers enough times to know that it must hurt like a mother. But he knew better than to make a big deal out of it. He wasn’t going to bruise her pride…not when someone had already done a hell of a job on her face.


  “Have you put any ice on it?”


  She shook her head and he reluctantly let go of her and moved toward the kitchen.


  After filling a plastic bag with ice, he wrapped the whole thing up in a clean, soft kitchen towel. She hadn’t moved from the spot where he’d stopped her from running. He could easily bring her the ice, but he knew it was important that she start to trust him—at least a little—if he was going to be able to help her.


  Every instinct he possessed had been screaming out from that first instant he’d spotted her that her damage was a hell of a lot bigger than just losing control of her car in the rain.


  Sucked to be right sometimes.


  “I don’t bite. I promise.”


  The last thing he expected her to do was drop her gaze to his still throbbing groin, raise an eyebrow, and say, “Really?”


  Glad to see that any remnant of the tears that hadn’t come were long gone, he let loose his grin at her pointed comment. “What I should have said is, I won’t bite unless—”


  She held up a hand to cut him off and finished his sentence in a sarcastic voice. “Unless I want you to.” She said it like she’d heard it a hundred times before. “Whatever. I don’t want you to. Not now. Not ever.” Her words were tired, hard, but she moved toward him. “I’ll take the ice, though.”


  He handed it to her and she was starting to thank him when she pressed it against her cheek a little too hard and gasped in pain.


  “Here,” he said, “let me.”


  Moving close enough to touch again, he slid the fingers of his left hand beneath hers while cupping the back of her head with his right.


  Chase was surprised to realize the ice had finally broken between them. All because of the hard-on he couldn’t control and her sarcastic comments about it.


  Who would have thought that would do it?


  He expected her to pull away from him, to tell him she could take care of herself, to insist that he keep his hands off her. Instead, he was in for another surprise when she said, “You’re good at this,” in a soft voice that did nothing to stop the southerly flow of blood to his groin.


  “Five brothers, remember?” he said with a small smile. “Although my sisters were the ones who usually left the worst bruises when we were messing around.” He grinned. “Little brats.”


  She looked up at him, then, and he didn’t have any hope of controlling his reaction to the shot of desire that rocked him. Her eyes were extraordinary, a vibrant green along the rims of the pupil, but filled in everywhere else with blue.


  “You like your brothers and sisters a lot, don’t you?”


  His eyes moved to her mouth as she spoke, giving him a chance to further appreciate the full curves of her lower lip, the sweet cupid’s bow of the upper.


  No question about it, he was on his way to totally and completely losing his mind over this woman. One that obviously came with baggage.


  He’d never been a man much interested in baggage. Looked like the universe was playing a fast one on him tonight. Because he was definitely interested.


  “Do I have something on my mouth?”


  Her irritation was, thankfully, fused with a faint amusement at how clearly mesmerized he was. At this point, he’d rather have her laughing at him than running from him.


  He refused to think of later, to let his brain head toward the direction it was dying to go...the one where she was naked and he was tasting every inch of her beautiful skin. First he had to get her to agree to actually stay the night.


  And not run at first light.


  Aware that his erection was filling out even more behind the zipper of his jeans, he shifted his hips away from hers before saying, “No, your mouth is perfect.” A flush spread across the side of her face he wasn’t covering with the towel. “And yes, my siblings are great.”


  Her expression filled with longing before she turned her head away and lowered her lashes so he couldn’t see into her stunning—and expressive—eyes anymore.


  “My cheek feels better now, thanks. I’m pretty tired. Could you show me where the bedroom is?”


  He wanted to keep her there with him and ask her questions until she told him who had hurt her. It didn’t take a brain surgeon to guess that she was running from someone. Every cell in Chase’s body wanted to protect her, but even though that initial icy barrier had been broken, he knew she wasn’t anywhere near ready to trust him yet.


  “The bedrooms are just down the hall,” he told her, but even though it was long past time to let her go, he couldn’t do it. Her warmth, her soft curves were too good, too right, for him to back away.


  Chloe, unfortunately, had no problem moving out of his arms.


  Since odds were a guy had done the number on her face, he wondered, was she married? Was this the work of an abusive husband?


  Chase wasn’t in the habit of scanning ring fingers for diamonds, but it was important this time. There was no subtlety in his glance at her left hand. He didn’t even try to be subtle. Hell, she’d already seen his hard-on for her. Felt it, too. He’d promised to keep his hands off for the night. But he’d said nothing about the future. And he needed to know if she was being beaten up by the guy she was married to.


  She was holding her hand clenched into a fist, but he couldn’t see a ring.


  Good. That meant that once he found out what had happened to her, once she started to trust him, there wasn’t one single reason he couldn’t also begin a slow and steady seduction.


  When he finally looked up at her face, she was staring back at him with that same irritation he’d seen in her eyes earlier, only with none of the accompanying amusement this time.


  Busted.


  “The bedroom?” She lifted an eyebrow. Way up. “You were going to show me where it was.”


  He put his hands on her bag. “This way.”


  She reached for it, too, and they played a ridiculous game of tug-of-war over the barf-green canvas bag for a few seconds. Chase knew he should just let her continue carrying it, but she couldn’t have been more than five foot five to his six-three and he figured he outweighed her by about eighty-or-so pounds. He could carry the damn bag for her.


  Still clutching it in both her fists, she said, “You’ve really got a thing about carrying my bag, don’t you?”


  He was holding firm to his side as he replied, “I was going to say the same to you.”


  She dropped the bag so fast he stumbled back with it.


  She shook her head and muttered, “I’ve never understood why men feel like they have to be so macho.”


  “Wanting to help you with this bag isn’t macho.”


  “You sure about that?”


  “Maybe it’s just that my mother taught me right,” he countered, throwing her earlier words back at her.


  He didn’t wait for her to argue some more…not when he was getting way too close to planting a kiss on that lovely smart mouth, whether she wanted him to or not.


  He led the way down the hall to the master suite where he’d been planning to sleep. The other bedrooms were fully decked out with high-end mattresses, but he wanted Chloe to have the very best.


  Chase opened the door and was about to reach for the light switch when he realized it was already on. It took his water-addled brain longer than it should have to realize that the bed wasn’t empty.


  And a naked woman was waiting for him on it.


  He’d forgotten all about Ellen, but she obviously hadn’t forgotten about him. If things had gone differently tonight—way differently—he would have been psyched to find her already stripped down and ready for him.


  Only, after meeting Chloe, Chase was about as un-psyched by Ellen’s naked presence in the house as he could be.


  Before he could think fast and get her the hell out of there, Chloe stepped out from behind him. He waited for her to gasp in outrage, for her to do the inevitable—grab her bag from him and run back out into the rain.


  But all that came was laughter.


  “Maybe,” she said through her undisguised mirth, “there’s another bedroom I could take?” She chuckled again. “Out of hearing distance, if at all possible, please.”


  He shot her a look that said she was crazy. Chloe couldn’t seriously think he was going to bone Ellen while she was in the house, did she?


  But then, he lost hold of the question entirely as her ongoing laughter wrapped itself around his senses.


  God, he loved the sound of it. So easy. Straight from her soul. And her smile was beautiful.


  Lovely.


  Ellen was still stark naked on the bed, but he couldn’t take his eyes off Chloe. He’d wanted to kiss her practically from the moment he’d met her. Now he wanted to kiss her senseless and make her smile, hear her sweet laughter, just as much.


  “Chase? Who’s she?”


  Ellen hadn’t yet made a move to cover up and he noticed she wasn’t really his type after all. He much preferred Chloe’s curves to Ellen’s taut muscles. And dyed blond curls had nothing on light brown hair that picked up the light as it shifted across her shoulders and back every time Chloe moved.


  She looked far too cheerful for the situation as she replied for him. “I’m Chloe.” Another grin. “Chase picked me up tonight.” She nodded in his direction and added, “You know the story, girl in trouble on the side of the road meets guy in a BMW.”


  Ellen looked more confused than angry. She looked at Chase and seemed to make up her mind about something before saying, “With you being a photographer and running with all those fast crowds, I should have figured you were into this sort of thing.”


  Feeling as if he’d stepped into some kind of surreal scene being shot for a movie, Chase had to ask, “What kind of stuff do you think I’m into?”


  “You know, ménages and stuff,” Ellen said as she sat up cross-legged on the bed, giving both him and Chloe a straight shot of her privates. Her totally bare, waxed privates.


  Jesus, he thought with a grimace, she needed to cover up. He yanked open the closet and pulled a robe out, throwing it to her from across the room.


  “I haven’t been with another girl in a little while,” Ellen was saying, “but I’m sure I haven’t forgotten what to do.” She turned her attention from Chase to Chloe. “Nice to meet you, Chloe, even if this is a teensy bit unexpected. I’m Ellen, by the way.” She barely paused to take a breath. “You’re very pretty. I don’t think this will be at all difficult to get into.”


  Chloe looked utterly bemused by the way Ellen was looking at her, clearly sizing up her future performance in bed. “Thanks, I guess,” she said, “but I don’t think I’m up for any threesomes tonight.”


  The easy way she said it had Chase’s brain spinning off in all sorts of crazy directions. Had she done a ménage before?


  Just the thought of a guy and girl both touching her together had him seeing red. He couldn’t let himself think about two guys or he’d split a vein.


  He’d never gone looking for serious, had been perfectly happy with one-night stands for the past thirty-two years. On the road as much as he was, keeping things clean and simple fit his life best. He’d never envied his colleagues who had a wife and kids at home waiting for them.


  But from the first moment he’d seen Chloe, he’d wanted to protect her…and more.


  “Oh my God,” Ellen said suddenly when she finally saw Chloe’s nasty bruise. “What happened to your face?”


  Chase hated to see every bit of laughter leave Chloe’s face.


  “I’ll find another bedroom myself. Good night.”


  He wanted to go after her, but he had to deal with Ellen first.


  “Is she okay?” Ellen asked after Chloe had closed the door behind her.


  He ran a hand through his wet hair. “She’ll be okay.” He’d make sure of it. “Look, tonight’s not going to happen anymore.”


  “Because of her?”


  Chase nodded. “Because of her.”


  Fortunately, although Ellen looked disappointed, she simply shrugged rather than throwing a tantrum. “She really is very pretty.” She smiled up at him in a hopeful way. “I was serious about the three-way if you want to try to convince her.”


  “No.” He didn’t want to be an ass, but he didn’t want to lead Ellen on, either. “I don’t think that’s going to happen.”


  “Maybe another time, then,” she said as she walked naked across the room to her clothes, which he now saw were draped over a sofa chair in the corner.


  Like hell. He was never, ever going to share Chloe with anyone. Not a woman and definitely not a man.


  Once he convinced her to give him a chance, that is.


  Problem was, he thought as he turned his back to let Ellen put on her clothes, he had a feeling convincing Chloe to trust him enough to give him a chance with her wasn’t going to be an easy task in the least.


  Chapter Three


   


  Chloe wanted nothing more than to drop her bag on the bedroom floor, throw herself on the bed, and curl up into a tight ball. But the wood floor looked really expensive and she’d already dripped on it enough.


  Heading for the bathroom, she put her bag down on the tiled floor, then stripped off her wet, dirty clothes and put them in the sink. She would have loved to throw them away, but she didn’t have much with her and knew that she’d need them again in the near future. The best she could do for the time being was to wash them out and hang them up to dry. Of course, she knew the house must have a washer and dryer, but spending the night in a stranger’s house—not even the stranger who’d brought her here, but a brother she’d never met—was more than enough charity.


  When she was finally naked, she moved to the shower and was reaching in to turn on the water when she noticed the huge whirlpool tub. She almost moaned aloud at the thought of lying in the warm water with jets massaging her legs and spine and feet.


  Chloe looked back almost guiltily at the bathroom door before realizing she was being silly. It was locked and she was finally alone. Since Chase was insisting she stay here tonight, what was wrong with availing herself of the facilities? At least those attached to her bedroom.


  She hadn’t been in a tub like this since she’d left—


  No. She wouldn’t let herself think of that tonight. Chloe knew she didn’t have the luxury of pretending everything was okay—not by a long shot—but deep inside she felt safe. For one night, in this beautiful house, surrounded by grapevines.


  She supposed, a few seconds later, that it was precisely that glorious sense of safety—and the memory of how nice it had been to feel so warm and protected in Chase’s arms—that had her body acting so off-kilter when she stepped into the hot water.


  Her skin felt extra sensitive as she slowly submerged her hips and then legs and back into the large tub. Sighing with pleasure, she laid her head on the curved rim of the tub and looked up through a skylight that was pinging with the rain from outside. A heavy, heated throbbing pulsed at the tips of her breasts, which felt even fuller than normal. And between her thighs…she was burning up down there. Heck, she’d been on fire from the moment Chase had held the ice pack against her cheek in his brother’s kitchen.


  Both she and the girl in his bed had the same taste, it seemed.


  Thinking of the naked stranger—Ellen, she’d said her name was—and her crazy offer to get it on three-way style had Chloe unexpectedly grinning as she scooted down in the tub and tilted her neck backward to get her hair wet in the hot water.


  Mmmm, that felt good. She reached for the fancy bottle of shampoo by the side and began massaging the sweet-smelling liquid into her hair.


  Chase had clearly been surprised by the naked woman—and by the fact that she wasn’t at all fazed by the idea of more than one person in her bed.


  Chloe’s grin shifted into a semi-frown. Not just because she hadn’t thought people actually did that, but because she couldn’t understand Ellen’s thinking.


  If Chase had been hers, she wouldn’t share him with anyone.


  The shocking train of thought stopped Chloe cold. Soap dripped into her eyelashes and she dunked herself under the water, hoping to wash her unwelcome thoughts away, too, while she was at it.


  What was wrong with her? Was she really that blockheaded? That full of fantasies and foolish dreams?


  The only person she should be trusting, for a very long time, was herself.


  And yet, hadn’t she been doing some verbal sparring with Chase out in the living room and kitchen? Borderline flirting, when she should have been wary. And then, when they’d found the naked woman waiting for him on the bed, she hadn’t been able to hold in her laughter. Finally laughing again had felt too good. She'd had to let it out. Amazingly, for a few moments, she’d almost felt like her old self.


  Once upon a time Chloe had been a sensual woman. She hadn’t been one of those girls who was afraid of her own body. She’d loved being kissed. Caressed. She’d loved other things, too. Things her ex-husband had told her were bad. Dirty. Things she was supposed to be ashamed of. Just because she’d done a crummy job of picking a husband didn’t mean those urges, those desires, had ever really gone away.


  They’d just gone into hiding.


  And Chase was, quite obviously—and unfortunately—a master of hide-and-seek.


  Chloe couldn’t believe her body had decided to leap to life now. Tonight of all nights, she should be focusing on getting sleep and food and figuring out what to do next.


  Instead, she was lying in the bath thinking about Mr. Hotstuff with his green eyes and wicked grin. Not to mention the ridiculously great body—tall, broad-shouldered, muscular—that those eyes and grin came on.


  Frustration ate at her. She had a bad feeling that if she got up out of this glorious tub, instead of sinking into what was sure to be a fantastically luxurious bed, she was going to be tossing and turning with unrequited lust all night.


  No, damn it. When she'd left her now ex-husband, she’d vowed to take care of herself. At the time she’d believed that simply meant money and jobs and housing. Evidently, she thought with a slightly rueful shake of her head, it also seemed to mean that if she was feeling unaccountably horny, she was going to have to take care of that, too.


  She shifted in the tub at the somewhat shocking thought and as the warm water floated over her curves, she tried to figure out how long it had been since she’d enjoyed sex. Since she’d been able to explore her body and give in to its natural needs. How long had she been ashamed of her sexual appetite?


  If only the answers weren’t all so painful.


  No. She wouldn’t go there tonight. Not after what she’d already been through.


  Tomorrow would come soon enough. But tonight…well, maybe tonight was her chance to start taking some much needed strides to reclaim a part of herself that she’d been forced to deny for too long.


  Closing her eyes, forcing herself to relax deeper into the warm tub, Chloe put her hands just above her breasts and held them there, feeling the quickening beat of her heart. Slowly, she ran her hands down her chest, over her full breasts, and she sucked in a breath at the surprisingly pleasurable sensations that shot through her.


  She used to love having her breasts played with, feeling a tongue lave them, a man’s lips suckling and tasting. When she’d been younger she could almost make herself come just from playing with her breasts while fantasizing about a gorgeous man making love to her.


  She hadn’t conjured up those fantasies in a long time, but tonight it was only her and her hands and a tub full of steaming water. No one was here to tell her she was a whore for liking what she liked.


  Drawing on long-buried sensual memories, she let her mind drift to a scene where she was in a man’s arms and his head was bent down over her breasts. And then he lifted his head and she gasped as a flush of arousal hit her right between her thighs.


  Because the man looked just like Chase.


  Chloe should have stopped touching herself right then. She knew she should have had the self-control to get up out of the tub, to go get the sleep she so desperately needed.


  But she’d gone without for so long. Far too long. She was thirty years old and heading straight toward her sexual prime, wasn’t she? It was one more reason to be angry.


  This was one more part of her life to reclaim.


  She was safe here. Tonight she had a chance to feel normal again. And she was going to take it.


  Even if the gorgeous face of a man she’d just met—and was impossibly tempted by even though every last brain cell she had knew better—was the very man who was about to have her crying out with ecstasy in a few minutes.


  Keeping one hand on her breasts, she let the other slide down over her rib cage, then her stomach, until she reached the thatch of soft curls between her thighs. It was instinct to let her legs fall open in the water, to probe the throbbing mass of nerves between her thighs with her fingertips.


  Her breath quickened as she slid her fingers down lower. Even in the water she could feel how slick she was, how ready she’d been since practically the first moment Chase had touched her.


  She didn’t have the first clue how she could have reacted like that to a complete stranger. Given what had just happened to her, the bruise still throbbing on her cheek, shouldn’t she have been flinching and hating the feel of his hands on her?


  But she hadn’t been anywhere near hating Chase’s touch. Far from it, considering she’d been far more tempted to rub herself against him than shove him away.


  As her fingers swirled against the hard nub, her mind flitted back to that moment when she’d looked down at the thick bulge in his pants. Sex had been good once, good enough that she could still imagine the kind of pleasure a man like Chase could give a woman.


  Sinking so deep into the water that her nose and mouth and eyes were barely above the surface, her feet slid out further when she accidentally kicked something in the tub and the jets kicked into overdrive.


  Chloe’s eyes flew open as the bubbling streams assaulted her sensitive skin. At first it was too much, too many sensations coming at her at once, but then, as she got more used to the water moving across her sore muscles, she found herself growing even more relaxed.


  Quickly, she realized that if she lifted her legs up so that her knees were bent and her feet were flat on the bottom, two of the jets on either side of the tub shot straight between her legs.


  Lifting her hips into the jet streams felt decadent. Sinful.


  And just plain good.


  Moving her hand from between her legs back to her breasts, she cupped one in each hand as the water worked between her legs in the nicest possible way.


  She rocked her hips up and down as she got closer and closer to the sweetest orgasm she’d had in a long, long time. Chase’s face appeared again and she didn’t even bother to stop herself from fantasizing about his kiss, about his large hands on her instead of her own.


  A strange sound tried to work its way into her subconscious, but she was too far gone to pay it any attention. And then Chase’s name was on her lips as her entire body tightened down and then exploded in a thousand delicious pieces, her hips bucking closer to the wonderfully strong jets, her fingers tightening on her own breasts. Oh God, she loved this feeling and suddenly couldn’t think why she’d gone so long without it.


  She was about to relax deeper into the tub when her brain rewound back to that moment when she’d been coming. To the sounds she’d heard, but dismissed as her body flew over the edge.


  Opening her eyes, she was still disoriented enough from her orgasm for a few seconds that she was sure she couldn’t be seeing what she was seeing: Chase, standing in the doorway of the bathroom, one hand on the doorknob.


  Surprise—and dangerously strong lust—were written all over his face.


  Chapter Four


   


  Chloe closed her eyes again, held her breath, and went completely under the water as the jets turned off on their own. She held her breath as long as she could, all the while praying that when she came back up the door would still be closed and locked…and that Chase seeing her not just naked, but masturbating in his brother’s bathtub would be nothing more than a bad dream.


  Alas, when she came back up for air and opened her eyes, there he was, standing right where he’d been a minute ago.


  Despite the fact that she was already in warm water, she could feel an extra hot flush of mortification quickly covering her skin, head to toe.


  At least, that’s what she told herself it was.


  With a snap of water and skin, she shoved her thighs together and lifted her knees to try and hide her naked bottom half, while simultaneously crossing her arms over her chest to cover her breasts.


  Forcing herself to meet his gaze—green eyes that blazed with enough heat to set off a fire extinguisher—she said, “The door was locked!”


  Good thing she already knew better than to expect an apology. Because Chase didn’t look the least bit repentant. “It must not have locked all the way.”


  Her lips shouldn’t be on the verge of tilting up into a grin. None of this was funny. Rather, it would have been funny if it were happening to anyone else, like, say, in a movie she was watching.


  But this wasn’t a romantic comedy.


  This was her screwed-up life.


  “Do you always break into the bathroom when you have guests?”


  At long last, he looked a teensy bit chagrined. “I didn’t see your things in the bedroom. I thought you might have decided to leave again.” He paused, his gaze softening behind the desire that still radiated from him. “I was worried about you.”


  The sweetness of that final sentence hit her right in the solar plexus, right where she was still stupidly vulnerable, making her eyes close at the force of it.


  She knew she should just keep her eyes closed. Because when she made the mistake of opening them again to be brave and look him in the eye, what she saw on his face made it impossible for her to tell the difference between his desire and his sweetness.


  How could she when they were both wrapped up in one far-too-gorgeous package?


  Oh God.


  She’d been so stunned by seeing him standing in the doorway that she’d completely forgotten the name that had passed her lips as she was coming.


  She gulped. Hard.


  Knowing there was only one way to play it, she said with far more bravado than she actually possessed, “I know a lot of Chases, by the way.”


  He raised an eyebrow, the corner of his mouth twitching with an obvious urge to grin. “Really?”


  He held her there in that half-smile for longer than was fair. Especially when both of them knew she’d likely never met a Chase before in her life.


  “People usually tell me it’s a pretty uncommon name.”


  Well, what was she going to say to that? But now that the initial stab of mortification and surprise had passed, Chloe became even more aware of the position she was in.


  Whatever Chase’s mother had taught him, she’d clearly forgotten the lesson on leaving a naked girl alone to regain her composure. Because instead of letting her get out of the tub and get dressed in peace, he let his appreciative gaze flicker up and down her bare skin.


  Her hands itched to cover herself up more, but even though the naked girl on his bed had been a good thirty pounds thinner than Chloe, why did she have to be ashamed of her curves?


  She’d been told one too many times by one certain person that she needed to lose weight. She was never going to diet again. Not for anyone. She was keeping her muscles and curves, thank you very much.


  Throwing on that cloak of bravado again, she said, “I’m still naked here, you know.”


  “You certainly are,” he stated, his pleasure at her naked state clear and up front.


  Why wasn’t she more irritated with him?


  Or, more to the point, why wasn’t she scared?


  He was big. Way bigger than she was. His hands could do incredible damage to her. Not to mention other parts of his body that could hurt her.


  And yet…she wasn’t afraid of him. At first, she’d been wary about getting into his car, but then, when he’d started talking about his family, that wariness had disappeared. She’d tried to force it to reappear in the kitchen when he’d insisted on looking at her cheek, but the truth was, she hadn’t been running because she was afraid he’d hurt her.


  No, she’d wanted to run because of a different kind of fear entirely.


  She’d been frightened of her response to him. Of how strong—and immediate—it was.


  And now, here she was, naked and wet in rapidly cooling water, still feeling that response. More than ever, in fact.


  Irritated with herself for this strange weakness, and with Chase for being such an obstinate guy, she said with no small measure of sarcasm, “You don’t take a hint very well, do you?”


  He grinned, a beautiful smile that did funny things to her stomach. “I’m better with direct requests.”


  “Get out.”


  He grinned again, a good solid laugh coming alongside it. “Want a towel first?”


  “So by better you meant terrible?”


  His response was to move farther into the room rather than out of it. He pulled a thick, plush towel off the heated rack. “Here you go.”


  He held out the towel just far enough away that she’d have to stand up, step out of the tub, and walk over to him to reach it.


  Stalling, still trying to figure out just why she was going along with this crazy game the two of them were playing with each other, she said, “So what happened to the other naked girl? Still waiting for a three-way?”


  “I sent her home.”


  Deciding there weren't a whole lot of reasons left to hold back her sassy mouth, she made a little face and let loose with, “Poor thing. Was she disappointed by how fast you got off?”


  A muffled laugh came from Chase. “I’m afraid this wasn’t her lucky night. She found her clothes and left right after you did.”


  Hmm. Well, that was surprising. She didn’t know many men who could send home a beautiful naked woman without first taking what was offered.


  Why wasn’t he leaving her alone, too?


  And, more to the point, why didn’t she want him to?


  Both of them knew that if she started screaming, that if she really wanted him to go, he’d go. Instead, they were playing this little game.


  A game she was having way too much fun with.


  So much fun, in fact, that if it went on much longer she was bound to do something really stupid.


  Really, really stupid.


  No.


  She was done with stupid. Her marriage had been made entirely of it, after all. And look what that had gotten her. A big, ugly bruise on her face, her car in a ditch…while she hid out in a stranger’s house and tried to ignore the fact that she still needed to figure out how to deal with it all.


  The frustrating thought had her forgetting all about the game she and Chase were playing, just long enough that she stood up to grab the towel before she realized what she’d done.


  Stunned, she stood before him, shockingly aware of each bead of water as it slid across her skin and back down into the tub.


  Chase’s green eyes dilated almost to black as he looked at her. “My God, you’re lovely, Chloe.”


  She wasn’t sure he was aware that he’d said the words aloud, but the reverence in them shook her. No one had ever looked at her like that, like he’d never seen anyone or anything quite so pretty.


  No. Not pretty.


  Lovely.


  Maybe it was the power of that one word, when up until now she’d only ever heard hot and sexy, that kept her standing there, still naked and dripping.


  Waiting.


  Anticipating.


  Wanting.


  She knew exactly what was going to come next, could practically choreograph what every single guy on earth would do in this situation. Chase was going to charm her into agreeing to have sex with him, and in the morning she’d hate him for taking advantage of her sensual weakness when her heart wasn’t at all in it. But, mostly, she’d end up hating herself.


  Only, as the seconds ticked by in time with the overly loud beating of her heart, even though Chase clearly wanted nothing more than to rip off his jeans and join her in the tub, he didn’t. Even though they both knew he was big enough and strong enough to be inside of her before she took her next breath, he didn’t so much as move an inch closer.


  Chloe couldn’t believe it. She hadn’t given him permission to touch her. And, amazingly, he wasn’t taking it anyway, wasn’t taking whatever he could from her just because he was bigger and stronger than she was.


  A sharp pang landed right behind her breastbone, right in the center of that heart that had been so bruised and battered.


  Was it possible that, for the first time in her life, she’d actually met a man who wouldn’t ever touch her, who wouldn’t even try to make a move...unless she let him? Was it actually possible that despite the intense desire in his dilated pupils and the way the muscles in his jaw were jumping at the self-control he was using to remain right where he was, Chase would never lay a hand—or his lips—on her unless she outright asked him to touch her? Could it be possible that he’d never press his lips against hers unless she begged him to kiss her, until she was ready and desperate for his touch, for his lovemaking?


  Visions of that desperation shouldn’t be so clear to her, shouldn’t already be running through her mind like a sexy videotape. But they were so ridiculously clear—and potent—that it took every ounce of self-control she had to force herself to shove them away before pushing the words from her heaving lungs.


  “I’ll take that towel now, thanks.”


  There’d never been a less sexy statement said between a man and woman.


  So then, why did she suddenly feel so breathless?


  


  * * *


   


  Holy hell.


  Chase had done his fair share of crazy things, been party to plenty of acrobatic sex sessions.


  But none of those nights had anything on seeing Chloe come in the bathtub.


  And there wasn’t a single model’s body that had an ounce of the sensuality that infused every cell on Chloe’s lovely naked body.


  Looking down, he realized the towel was actually shaking in his hands.


  Chase worked to calm down. He shouldn’t have stayed in the bathroom. He knew that.


  But he hadn’t been able to help himself. And he didn’t think she had really wanted him to leave, either.


  Still, some small voice of rational thought told him he should give her the towel before she dried all on her own. He held the towel out to her and she tugged on it before lifting her eyes to his.


  “Hotstuff?” He watched surprise register in her face at what she’d called him.


  Hotstuff.


  “You’re talking to me, right?” he asked, glad to see her give him another one of those beautiful smiles that practically knocked him over.


  “It’s a good nickname, don’t you think?” Before he could answer, she reminded him, “You need to let go of the towel.”


  He knew that. But, hell, he wasn’t sure he could remember how to say his own name right now. So how was he supposed to get his brain to work enough to unwrap his fingers from the cotton?


  “Sorry.” And he really was sorry, especially when she quickly wrapped the large towel around herself.


  “That bathtub is really great.”


  He was pretty sure he looked like an idiot standing there unable to respond. He’d accidentally watched her give herself what looked to be a really great orgasm and all she had to say was that the bathtub was great?


  “I’m not sure the bathtub had anything to do with it,” he finally said.


  He loved the sound of her laughter, loved the fact that it sounded less and less rusty every time he heard it.


  She shrugged as she walked past him, tucking the towel into place between her incredible breasts. “A guy should never underestimate the power of a well-placed jet,” was her response as she walked up to the mirror and began finger-combing her hair.


  When he just continued to stand there and watch her from behind, she raised an eyebrow in the mirror. “I’m sure you’re tired.”


  Hell no. He wasn’t tired. He was horny. As horny as he’d ever been.


  “I don’t need much sleep.”


  She nodded, turned to face him. “Well, I do.” With that, she walked out of the bathroom and to the door that led out to the hallway. “Good night.”


  He dutifully headed to the door, long after he should already have been on his way. “Good night.”


  Despite the fact that his hard-on was still raging in his jeans, as he walked past her, the kiss he wanted to give her wasn’t one that would have her begging him for another orgasm.


  No, what he really wanted to do was press a kiss to her forehead. He wanted to give her a gentle kiss that would let her know she was safe with him.


  That she would always be safe with him.


  But he hadn’t earned that kiss and instinctively knew better than to take anything from her that she hadn’t offered.


  He was halfway down the hall when he heard her say, “Hotstuff?”


  Grinning again at the nickname she’d given him—that had to be good, right?—he turned around. “Yes?”


  Despite the nickname, she looked serious again. Really, really serious. “Thank you. For everything you did tonight.”


  His chest squeezed at her heartfelt words. And at the Thank you for everything you didn’t do that she wasn’t saying, silent words that rang out just as clearly as the words she’d said aloud.


  “You don’t have to leave here and go to your brother’s house. I think I’ll be okay with you at the end of the hall rather than on the other side of the winery.”


  Hoping that meant she actually felt safer with him in the house, rather than gone completely, he said, “Sleep well.”


  “I think I actually will.”


  And then her door closed and he stood staring at the place she’d been standing for a long while.


  Chase Sullivan hadn’t realized that tonight his life was going to change forever.


  But it just had.


  And, amazingly—shockingly—he wasn’t the least bit interested in fighting that change. Instead, he was gearing up for a different fight altogether…for Chloe’s heart.


  Chapter Five


   


  Chloe woke up warm and well rested. Oh, she’d missed beds like this—pillow-top mattresses with soft, silky sheets and thick duvets that were light and yet perfectly warm all at the same time. Still, becoming her own person again these past six months since filing for divorce, even if it meant she’d been sleeping on cheap, scratchy sheets and a rock-hard single bed, had been better than soft beds and fancy shoes.


  That urgency to start running again tried to steal through her, but for the moment she was just too darn comfortable to do more than stretch and snuggle down deeper beneath the covers. She closed her eyes and tried to go back to sleep, but despite how nice it was to lie in the middle of a big bed like a lump of lazy, rather than rush off to the diner she’d been working in these past months to serve a bunch of ass-pinchers greasy eggs, she just couldn’t nod off. Not when thoughts of Chase kept sliding in, one after the other, insidiously sweet.


  And hot.


  She’d crawled naked between the sheets the previous night, so exhausted that she immediately fell asleep. But in the light of the morning that was now streaming in through the sheer curtains at the window, she remembered—in vivid, Technicolor detail—just what she’d done in the bathroom.


  Just what he’d seen.


  She instinctively covered her cheeks as they grew hot.


  She wouldn’t beat up on herself for masturbating in the delicious tub. She wouldn’t even call herself out for the way his name landed on her lips as she came. And there really was no point in being angry with him for walking in on her “private time,” not when the only reason he'd come looking for her was because he’d clearly been worried about her. He hadn’t been hoping to catch her with her hand between her legs.


  But what had come after—the fact that she hadn’t flat-out insisted he leave the bathroom, the way they’d teased each other, the fact that she’d actually called him Hotstuff to his face—she could hardly believe any of it had happened.


  And yet, despite the way her stomach clenched as she tried to force those memories away, the small spot of warmth that had settled in behind her breastbone before she fell asleep remained.


  All because Chase hadn’t come at her. He hadn’t frightened her. Or tried to dominate her in any way.


  Some women, she knew, liked that sort of thing. They found it exciting to have their power taken away. Once upon a time, she’d been tantalized by fantasies of being held down. Of being bound. Of being helpless in her passion, of the idea of being able to let go completely with a man who loved her.


  She couldn’t imagine ever feeling that way now. No, she’d never let anyone take her power away ever again. And Chloe couldn’t see one possible reason that she might be tempted to let anyone control any part of her life like that. Not a single one.


  She closed her eyes, knowing she was being a coward lying here in this soft bed. She should be on the phone, calling the police, filing a report. She should have done it last night, but she’d been so spooked by the way her ex had come after her that she hadn’t been thinking about anything but getting away. Far, far away from him.


  But knowing what she should do and feeling strong enough to do it were quite clearly two completely different things.


  Finally giving up on getting any more sleep, with her mind reeling in a dozen different directions, she pushed off the covers and slid out of bed.


  “You were good last night,” she told it like a fond lover before she headed for the bathroom.


  She stood beneath the deliciously warm shower spray, feeling safe and warm, at least for a little while. She wasn’t going to hide here forever, of course. But for the rest of the day, if she could manage it without getting in anyone’s way, she’d hang out in the vineyards. Maybe even taste a little wine. Pretend her life was normal for a while.


  Normal. That sounded really nice.


  Forcing back the voice inside her head that told her avoiding the inevitable would only make it harder to take care of the ugliness later, she worked to convince herself that she deserved a tiny bit of normal. Didn’t she?


  After drying off and putting on her jeans and T-shirt, she ventured out into the suite.


  Okay, so maybe she’d taken longer than normal drying her long straight hair. It wasn’t that she cared about looking good for Chase. It wasn’t that she was nervous about seeing him again.


  Oh, who was she kidding? No one, that’s who.


  The bruise on her face wasn’t going to terrify small children or anything, but it wasn’t particularly attractive, either. Add that to her well-worn jeans and T-shirt and she wasn’t anywhere near looking her best.


  She took a deep breath and threw her shoulders back before rounding the corner of the hallway to where it opened up to the kitchen.


  It was empty.


  Disappointment reared up in her before she could shove it down. Or pretend it hadn’t been there at all.


  There was a bowl of freshly cut fruit on the kitchen island, along with an array of pastries that had her empty stomach growling. She had already picked up a chocolate croissant—her favorite!—and bitten into it by the time she noticed the note tucked beside the pretty red and yellow fruit bowl.


   


  Chloe,


   


  Good morning. I hope you slept well. Sorry I couldn’t stay to keep you company for breakfast. Please come join us out in the vineyards when you’re done eating.


   


  See you soon,


  HOTSTUFF


   


  P.S. Almost forgot. There’s fresh squeezed o.j. in the fridge. Gotta make sure you get your vitamin C.


   


  Surprised laughter rang out in the empty kitchen.


  Chloe couldn’t believe he’d signed his note with the nickname she’d given him. In her experience, men didn’t have funny bones. Especially not when the joke was at their expense.


  Looking in the fridge, she found the juice and poured herself a tall glass. Settling on one of the bar stools, she picked up the note and read it again, a smile still playing on her face.


  Us meant Chase and his brother, right? She fought back a prickle of unease that she might have to meet more people than that. Frankly, she didn’t even want to meet his brother. But since she’d availed herself of his hospitality last night—right now, too—she wouldn’t feel right if she didn’t at least thank him for letting her crash in his guest house for a night. As soon as she was settled again, she’d get to work on a new quilt as a proper thank-you gift.


  The croissant was down to little crumbles on the granite counter top and she was picking each one up with a wet fingertip before she admitted to herself that she was stalling again, hiding out in the guest house so she wouldn’t have to face Chase.


  It was a beautiful day outside. She should go and enjoy it while she was here.


  Chloe stepped out onto the wide covered porch. Shading her eyes with one hand, without thinking, she carefully scanned the area in front of her to secure her surroundings.


  Even though she felt safer than she had in a while, she suddenly felt like trouble could come from anywhere, just when she least expected it. Just like it had last night.


  Every time she thought about what had happened, she felt so stupidly naïve. How had she missed the signs that her ex had been on the edge? Thinking about it made her stomach feel like a tight fist was wrapped around it, clenching tighter and tighter.


  Normal. She’d been planning to pretend everything was normal.


  She took one deep breath and then another as she fought to repress her swirling emotions, her fears. Finally, when she felt steadier, she looked around her with a surprised gasp.


  After the rain the previous night, the vineyard sparkled in the sunlight. The leaves on the vines were bright green, almost as if a child had painted the scene in primary colors with fresh crayons.


  The vineyard was blissfully quiet, except, she noticed as she walked down between a tall row of vines, for the birds that were calling playfully back and forth to each other. As their cheerful songs filtered into her, she took a deep breath of the fresh air, the clean scent of dirt and growing plants and nature.


  Unfortunately, a few moments later, her idyll was interrupted by the fast sound of footsteps and what sounded like a teenage girl sobbing. Chloe barely backed into one of the vines in time to avoid being trampled by a tall, thin girl.


  Chloe’s heart thumped hard as she waited—and watched—for someone to come running after the girl. But when the coast was clear a few moments later and she stepped back into the middle of the dirt path, she found the elaborate ties on the girl’s dress had caught on a set of thick vines.


  Chloe quickly made her way over to her. “Hold on a second and I’ll get you unstuck.”


  The girl’s eyes were wide and still full of tears as Chloe worked on one of the silky threads.


  Even though she was wondering what on earth the girl was doing wearing a dress like this—one Chloe knew first-hand must have cost a fortune—in the middle of a vineyard on a weekday morning, she asked, “What’s wrong?”


  “He’s so mean!”


  Chloe’s heartbeat, which had barely slowed, kicked back into overdrive. Feeling incredibly protective, she asked, “Who’s mean? Your boyfriend?”


  The girl shook her head, strikingly beautiful even with tear-streaked cheeks and tangled hair. “I wish. He’s so gorgeous,” she finally said, fresh tears falling down her cheeks, “and so mean!”


  Why did they all do this to themselves? Chloe wondered. What was the allure of falling for guys who treated them like dirt? Was it some secret part of the kindergarten curriculum for girls?


  Chloe had finished untangling the silk threads from the vine, but the girl was still crying—big, wracking, dramatic sobs.


  “Thank God, you found her.”


  Chase? When had he come upon them? And how could the warm voice that had threaded through all of her dreams last night have her body heating up this quickly?


  The girl wrapped her long, slim fingers around Chloe’s wrist and held on tight. Tight enough that any greeting Chloe might have uttered was swallowed up in a gasp of pain as long, perfectly manicured nails dug in between the veins in her wrist.


  Chase’s eyes were warm as he scanned Chloe’s face. “How’d you sleep?”


  One look into his eyes was all it took for her to immediately forget the sting in her wrist. He looked so concerned. And so ridiculously beautiful that it actually stole her breath away.


  Somehow, she managed a way-too-breathy, “Good.”


  He smiled, a big, heartfelt smile that immediately turned Chloe’s insides to liquid goo. “Good. I’m glad.”


  The girl dug her nails in harder. “It’s him,” she hissed, frowning at the gentle interplay between the two adults.


  Chloe tried to shift her wrist from beneath the girl’s talons. “What?”


  “He’s the one who made me cry!”


  Chloe turned from the girl to Chase. Trying to get everything straight, Chloe said, “You made her cry?”


  Rather than answer her question, he addressed the girl directly. “Amanda, we’re losing the proper light. I need you back in place. Now.”


  The girl’s pout rivaled that of a three-year-old. “It’s not fair.”


  “I don’t have time for your tantrums, Amanda.”


  What in heck were they talking about? This pretty young girl couldn’t be his girlfriend, could it? And what did he mean by “getting back in place”?


  Still protective of the girl, she moved to put herself between the two of them. “Look, Chase,” she began, “she is really upset about something.”


  The girl elbowed her out of the way and Chloe had a strange feeling that she’d just made the mistake of standing in Amanda’s limelight.


  “I want to be in the front!” The girl’s big eyes were calculating. “Promise me I’ll be the lead for the rest of the day and I’ll go back.”


  Chase’s expression didn’t change. He wasn’t angry. He wasn’t laughing. He was simply focused. Determined. Chloe had the distinct sense that he rarely, if ever, didn’t get exactly what he wanted.


  A slight shiver came over her as she remembered the way he’d looked at her with such intense desire the previous night. What would have happened if he’d thrown in this focus? This determination? Would she have ended the night alone in that big, delicious bed?


  Or would she have had company?


  She barely managed to pull herself down to earth in time to hear him say, “Here’s the deal, Amanda. Either you get back over there and do your job or I call a cab and let your agent know that this is the last time you and I will have the privilege of working together.”


  “But Chase,” the girl whined, “it’s not fair!”


  He shrugged, and pulled his cell phone out of his pocket. “Napa Valley. I need the phone number of a cab company.”


  The girl all but leapt across the field to grab the phone from his hand, her sharp nails raking even harder across Chloe’s skin as she abruptly let go. Of course Chase was faster than the girl, raising his hand high above his head and stepping to the side so that she had to catch a vine to keep from falling.


  Chase put the phone back to his ear. “Yes, I need an airport pickup at the Sullivan winery.”


  “No!” The girl shrieked so loud Chloe’s ears rang. “I’ll go back and do whatever you want.”


  Chase didn’t shift the phone away from his ear as he simply told Amanda, “You won’t question me again.” It wasn’t an inquiry. It was a statement.


  The girl agreed, nodding her head. Hard. “It’s just that I found out that my boyfriend is sleeping with my roommate and I hate them both and I’m so upset.”


  At that point, the girl changed tactics, clearly doing her best to blink her huge eyes at him and look equally pathetic and beautiful. Chloe knew if she ever tried to pull that off, she’d just look like she had a nasty cold.


  “I’m really sorry I’m messing up the shoot.”


  Surprisingly, a hint of a smile played on his lips. Was Amanda being forgiven that easily? In Chloe’s experience, men weren’t so forgiving. “Apology accepted. Now why don’t you head on back and get your makeup cleaned up.”


  The girl turned and trotted back on her mile-long legs, leaving Chloe and Chase alone.


  “Teenage girls.” He mock-shivered. “After dealing with my sisters for so long, I should have known better than to work in a field that depends on them.”


  “What’s going on here?” Chloe realized, too late, that she sounded like a bad fifties movie come to life, the matron walking in on a scene she couldn’t comprehend.


  “I’m a photographer. We’re shooting a magazine spread here for the next few days.”


  Oh. Now things were starting to make sense. Feeling suddenly awkward, she said, “I was just coming out for a walk. It’s so beautiful.”


  “Lovely,” he murmured, and she was instantly reminded of the way he’d said, “My God, you’re lovely,” the previous night.


  Feeling her cheeks go hot again, she dropped her gaze to the dirt. “Thanks for setting out breakfast.”


  She watched his feet move closer, until he was standing close enough that she had no choice but to lift her head to face him. “I’m glad you liked it,” he said softly, and then he was brushing his fingertips across her cheek to the corner of her mouth. “You’ve just got a little bit of chocolate right here.”


  There was nothing for it but to stop breathing entirely while he was touching her. She couldn’t remember a man ever being this gentle with her before.


  And then he moved his finger the slightest bit, so that it was in front of her lips, and some previously latent devil inside of her—the same one that had convinced her that masturbating in the tub last night would be a good thing—had her opening up her mouth and licking the chocolate off.


  She heard a groan come from way down deep in his chest. “Chloe.”


  Oh God, she was this close to kissing him, a man who was still a stranger despite the fact that he’d seen her naked and provided her a warm, safe place to spend the night.


  No!


  Stumbling back, the branches from a tall grapevine lancing her between the shoulders, she said, “You should get back to work. They’re probably waiting for you.”


  But he didn’t move, didn’t so much as shift his weight. Instead, he simply smiled at her, that intense heat still in his eyes. Along with something that truly had her shivering in her shoes.


  Determination.


  Focus.


  “I’m sure they’re still working on Amanda’s makeup,” he told her, but she heard what he was really saying loud and clear. I’m not going anywhere. So why don’t you stop trying to run and just give in to what we both want? It’ll be good. I promise.


  Wanting desperately to negate the hot, pulsating desire between them, she said, “All caps is a bit much, don’t you think?”


  He frowned for a split second before he caught on and grinned again. “I figure if I’m going to have a nickname like Hotstuff, I might as well own it.”


  How could she do anything but grin back at him? He was just so darn likeable. It wasn’t his fault that he was sexier than sin. She shouldn’t keep holding that against him.


  “Come with me.” He held his hand out. “I’ll introduce you to the crew.”


  She looked down at his hand. She badly, so badly, wanted to take it. But she couldn’t.


  Telling herself he’d understand if he knew her reasons—and that he probably already understood due to the bruise on her cheek—she simply stepped beside him and started walking. She didn’t have to look at him to sense his disappointment that she hadn’t reached out for him, too. But he didn’t say anything as he fell into step beside her.


  “This is such an incredible part of the country,” she said. “How long has your brother owned the winery?”


  “Nearly a decade. We all thought he was crazy, at first, taking all those farming classes at UC Davis. Now we’re all wishing we’d thought of it first.”


  She turned to him in surprise. “Don’t you love what you do?”


  That moment when his eyes connected with hers shocked her every single time. He should be the one in front of the camera, knocking down female hearts like dominoes with that incredibly potent gaze.


  “I do,” he agreed. “But that doesn’t mean I don’t sometimes think about cutting down on the traveling and settling down with a pretty wife and a backyard full of cute kids.”


  “Are there cameras following us?” she joked, making a show of looking over her shoulder.


  “No, why?”


  “Because you just said pretty much what every single, thirty-year-old woman on the planet wants to hear. And actually sounded like you meant it.”


  “What about you?” When she frowned, he said, “Is that what you want to hear?”


  Refusing to acknowledge the pang of longing, she shrugged. “Just thinking about making it through the next day, right about now,” she said in as offhand a manner as she could manage.


  She could see the models and crew waiting for him, but instead of hurrying over, he stopped walking and turned his back to everyone else. She had no choice but to stop, too.


  “I took care of your car.” He gave her a small smile. “It's been towed off to a better place.”


  Working to fight down the panic at being completely without a vehicle she said, “It didn't have many miles left on it anyway.” She tried to smile back. “Thank you for dealing with it. I'll pay you b—”


  He cut her off before she could finish her sentence. “Stay, Chloe. Stay here at the winery while we’re shooting for the next few days.”


  She licked her lips, shook her head. “You’re busy. And I need to…” She paused, knowing all she had ahead of her were problems, at least for a while.


  “Stay,” he said again, more softly this time, but with that determination, that focus she was so afraid of threading through every letter in the word.


  And, ultimately, that was the main reason she needed to leave. Because she had no intention of getting involved with another man. She was still learning how to be alone, how to rely on herself, how to trust again. It hadn’t even been one year since filing for divorce. She wasn’t ready for another relationship.


  And she definitely wasn’t ready for determination. For focus.


  Or for a man whom she could so easily—too easily—lose herself in completely.


  She shook her head. “I’m sorry. I c—”


  “Please.”


  He hadn’t come any nearer, hadn’t gotten in her face and demanded her agreement, but the gentle entreaty in his voice was like warm arms wrapping around her, pulling her close.


  “Don’t agree to the whole week. Just take it one day at a time.”


  And one night at a time, too.


  She heard the words even though he hadn’t said them. And that was when Chloe knew just how weak she really was, because she couldn’t stop herself from saying, “Okay.”


  She could feel Chase studying her, knew he didn’t like her answer even though she’d just given him exactly what he wanted. But whatever he was about to say was interrupted by a skinny young man with big, thick-framed purple glasses.


  “Chase,” the man said, “everyone’s ready for you.”


  His gaze continuing to hold hers for another long moment, Chase slowly turned to the person she assumed was his assistant.


  “Jeremy, this is Chloe. She’s my special guest. Be sure to show her a good time today, would you?”


  Jeremy’s eyes flashed over the bruise on her cheek before quickly flitting away. “Oooh, someone to share all the gossip with.”


  The young man reached for her hand and grasped it before she could pull away and then he was walking away with her and chattering in her ear.


  Chloe threw a desperate glance at Chase over her shoulder, only to find him grinning at her. How did he always manage to be three steps ahead of her?


  And—just as she’d asked herself last night—why the heck didn’t she mind a whole lot more?


  Fifteen minutes later, Jeremy had her settled into a comfortable chair where she could watch the action. Chase was photographing three young women in absolutely gorgeous ballgowns.


  Amanda had been positively stunning. But all three together? She couldn’t stop herself from turning to Jeremy and remarking, “That’s a whole lot of beautiful up there, isn’t it?”


  Jeremy sighed and looked at Chase in clear admiration. “And can you believe he doesn’t even know it?”


  There was no holding back her laughter, loud enough that everyone—including Chase—turned to look at her.


  “I was talking about the models,” she clarified.


  Jeremy shrugged. “They’re all right.”


  Of course, the truth was, she agreed with his assessment: Chase was better looking than all of the models combined.


  Nonetheless, the young women were all shockingly attractive. Rather than being jealous, Chloe told herself she was glad they were there to remind her that she had nothing to worry about when it came to Chase. How could she have actually let herself get caught up in thinking, Oh no, he wants me so much, and What am I going to do if he’s determined to have me?


  She chuckled again, realizing how ridiculous it seemed now that she’d seen the models he was practically close enough to kiss as he got into position for another shot. It might be a whole lot of beautiful out there in the vineyard, but it was definitely a whole lot of delusional where she was sitting.


  Silently laughing at herself, Chloe suddenly felt worlds better. Maybe she actually could hang out here for a few days. Maybe she could extend “normal” for a little while, before she had to buckle down and face all that ugliness again.


  Because, really, how could Chase possibly want anything from her when he had these other visions of gorgeousness around? Sure, she was cute. Pretty, even. But she certainly wasn’t looking her best, with no makeup on and all bruised and wearing crappy clothes.


  And yes, okay, so it would probably kill her a little bit to see him flirting with—or kissing—one of these beautiful young things.


  Then again, as she watched him work for the next hour or so, she realized Chase didn’t play those kinds of games with his models. He simply let them know when they were doing a great job and as their confidence grew, so did their skill at posing for him.


  Chloe was surprised to feel her own creative juices flowing, even though she’d never cared much for either fashion or photography.


  Her true passion was quilting and as she watched him work, she realized that more than fashion was coming to life. The way Chase manipulated the canvas of models and clothes and the natural background of the vines and mountains and sky was so brilliant that simply watching him was helping her develop a new eye for composition. A new vision for the way she could block her next quilt.


  Fortunately, now that she was firmly convinced she had nothing to worry about anymore when it came to Chase “wanting” her, she could allow herself to acknowledge just how awesome he was. She even let her insides go a little gooey.


  At least now she could chalk her feelings for him up to artistic genius…rather than how good-looking or how charming he was.


  “Oh my god, hot boy alert!” Jeremy’s voice sounded squeaky.


  “What? Where?” Chloe asked, looking around and seeing that Chase was busy shooting pictures a hundred yards away.


  “To your right,” Jeremy stage-whispered and she followed his gaze across the field to the very good-looking man who was walking toward them.


  “Who’s that?” she whispered back, even though she didn’t know why they were whispering.


  “It’s Marcus.” Jeremy said the name reverently.


  Oh my. That was Chase’s brother?


  There were six of them?


  Like Chase, Marcus was ridiculously good looking. Still, while she recognized pure male beauty when she saw it, her heart wasn’t pounding and she wasn’t getting breathless and wanting to touch herself, or anything. Still, there was no denying the powerful allure of the Sullivan men.


  “I really need to see a photo of the whole family,” she muttered to herself, not intending for anyone to hear.


  Of course, Jeremy heard and saw everything. “Their genes are insane,” was his response. “Their mother used to be a model, back in the day. And their father was probably Cary Grant or something.”


  Chloe didn’t say anything more—not now that she knew Jeremy was the worst, and most delicious, kind of gossip—but she was thinking that having six brothers and two sisters this good-looking all in one place must be too much for the eye to behold.


  “Just watch. I can’t even speak around him,” Jeremy told her. “I’m going to go to pieces even though I know he’ll never ever play for my team and it doesn’t make any sense for me to be so nervous. I hate how the best ones are all totally, completely hetero.”


  As he approached, Chloe decided Marcus looked a little bit older than Chase, and a whole lot more serious. Then again, maybe it was because he had a suit on, whereas her Sullivan was in jeans.


  Her Sullivan?


  What the heck was wrong with her? Chase wasn’t hers. She was merely hanging out in this perfect world for a little while before heading back to her real life. She couldn’t afford to get attached to anyone or anything here.


  “Hey, Marcus.” Jeremy stuttered out another, “Hi!”


  Poor Jeremy. He was so nervous, Chloe actually forgot to be nervous herself. She even forgot to put her hand over her cheek to cover the nasty bruise.


  She was about to reach out her hand to introduce herself when Jeremy blurted, “This is Chloe. She’s with Chase. He found her last night on the side of the road.”


  Chloe shot him a horrified glance. She knew she should have kept her mouth shut with Jeremy about how she and Chase had met.


  Clearly mortified by what he’d said, two bright pink spots appeared on his cheeks. “I need to check on things,” he said before running off.


  Jeremy wasn’t the only one who was mortified. Willing her composure to come back after that embarrassing introduction, she held out her hand. “Hi, it’s so nice to meet you, Marcus.”


  “Nice to meet you, too, Chloe.”


  Marcus had a low, slightly rough voice that was undeniably attractive. Only for some reason, it didn’t do anything for her. Well, hardly anything. Heck, she was human, wasn’t she? It wasn’t her fault that she wasn’t completely blind to male beauty. She was more than a little complimented by that quick flash in Marcus’s eyes when he’d first looked at her that told her he thought she was an attractive woman.


  “So, you met my brother last night?”


  She swallowed, trying not to be defensive. “I did. On the side of a road, just like Jeremy mentioned. My car skidded into a ditch and I was lucky enough that he drove by during the storm.”


  “I’m glad he was able to help.”


  “And I’m glad to get the chance to meet you because I wanted to thank you for—” She felt terribly awkward as she said, “—for letting me stay the night in your guest house.”


  The look on his face told her he had no idea she’d even been there. A beat later, he said, “Any friend of Chase’s is a friend of mine.”


  He was very sweet, but she knew what he had to be thinking. It was what any person in his right mind would think upon hearing Chase had picked her up last night and taken her to the guest house. Just the two of them, all alone in the beautiful house, with all those beds…and bathtubs. From Marcus’s standpoint, what reason could there possibly have been for them not to get it on?


  “Really, it’s not what you—” But she couldn’t get the rest of the sentence out. Not without flashing back to that moment in the tub when she was coming and saying Chase’s name and he was there.


  So yeah, maybe it was exactly what Marcus thought.


  She felt a blush cover her cheeks as she realized there was, quite clearly, nothing she could say about the previous evening without sounding like a total freaking idiot.


  Planting a smile on her face, she said instead, “Your winery is beautiful. Just stunning.”


  Marcus was clearly pleased with her compliment. “Thanks. How about I give you a tour?”


  No question about it, their mother had raised her Sullivan boys well. The only problem, as far as Chloe could see, was that it had also turned them into lady killers, one and all.


  How could a woman possibly resist those faces? Those bodies? Especially when they came with manners?


  “That’s very nice of you, but I’m sure you have far more important things to take care of.”


  “I love showing people around the property. That’s part of the joy of this for me—watching other people take it in.”


  Just then, Chase stepped up. As the two men did their half-handshake, half-hug, Chloe barely held back a sigh of pure female delight at all that beautifully made testosterone in front of her.


   


  * * *


   


  “I see you’ve already met Chloe,” Chase said.


  “Sure did. I was just offering to show her around.”


  It only took a millisecond—and one pointed look—for the brothers to have a very important silent conversation.


  Chase: I know you think she’s pretty. Don’t even think about it, not for a second. She’s mine.


  Marcus: I’ve got a girlfriend, remember? Besides, I wasn’t going to lay claim to her. I can see that she’s yours.


  Chase turned to Chloe. “We’re taking a break for lunch and even though the girls don’t always eat, the rest of us do. How about you and I go for a short hike to the top of that hill and have a picnic?” He lifted the basket he’d had Jeremy put together that morning in anticipation of seeing her.


  Fortunately, Marcus deftly let her off the hook from his previous offer by saying, “Hopefully I’ll see you tonight for dinner, Chloe.”


  Chase watched her expression shift to indecision. She’d agreed to stay the day, but now his brother was basically asking her if she was going to stay the night, too.


  “I don’t have anything other than this to wear,” she said, gesturing to her clothes. “So, thanks, but it would probably be best if—”


  Marcus smoothly cut her refusal off in a show of brotherly love at its finest. “My suit’s coming off as soon as I’m done with my final meeting.”


  With Marcus going out of his way to make Chloe comfortable, she finally agreed. “Okay. Thanks.”


  Chase owed his brother one.


   


  * * *


   


  The two of them hiked up the hillside and the view took her breath away.


  Chase took a waterproof blanket out of the basket and laid it on grass that was still damp from the previous night’s shower.


  “Wow, you really come prepared.”


  “I’ve got a good crew.”


  She nodded. “They’re all great.” Jeremy had introduced her to Alice, the stylist, Kalen, the makeup artist, and Francis, who was in charge of lighting. The words, “I liked watching you work,” came out before she could hold them inside.


  His smile was like a warm caress over her skin. “I liked you being there. I was trying not to show off.”


  Amazed by how easily he could make her smile and laugh, she said, “Most guys don’t admit stuff like that.”


  She half-expected him to say something like, “I’m not most guys.” Instead, he asked, “So, what do you do?”


  He was being so careful with her. She felt it in every glance, every word. Even now, when he could so easily have asked her where she was from or why she was running, he was getting to know her another way instead. Just as he hadn’t touched her without her permission last night. It was as if there were a silent agreement between them that he wouldn’t push too far or get in too deep before she allowed him in.


  The question was, would she dare let him in?


  Chloe didn’t have an answer. How could she, when she was afraid to even acknowledge the question?


  He handed her a gourmet sandwich and as she took it, she said, “Well, I’ve been waitressing.”


  He nodded. “But what do you like to do?”


  Most people would have stopped at her day job. But not Chase. He was truly interested. And that honest interest went a long way toward shoving aside her reluctance to talk about herself. She paused before answering, “I make quilts.”


  People never knew what to make of that. Most assumed it was a hobby. Others just thought it was plain weird or boring. Men, without exception, dismissed it as just another housewife craft.


  “Tell me more.”


  Downplaying it like she usually did, she said, “I like seeing how fabrics come together in patterns.”


  “I’ve photographed a few quilt shows and art quilts for various publications, so I know a little bit about it, but I’d love to know more. When did you start?”


  Chloe rarely had a chance to wax on about her love for quilting. Not since she’d last been a member of a quilting guild years and years ago. She missed those women—and their shared passion—terribly.


  Which was probably why she actually found herself telling Chase, “I started quilting when I lost a close friend from college in a car accident. She had been such a passionate quilter. Her mom actually owned a store in town. It was the only way I could think of to keep up my connection to her. And it gave me something else to think about—the motion of my hands and the needle, the patterns of fabric and shape, the building of something that I could create. Sometimes I can almost feel her watching me from up above with a smile on her face.”


  “I’m sure she is.”


  She started at Chase’s words. Had she really just said all of that to him? Somehow he had gotten her to talk about her passion for quilting—a subject that would have put nearly every guy on the planet to sleep.


  She wasn’t at all comfortable acknowledging that Chase had just become the exception. And that it had felt so good to share herself with someone who was really listening.


  She was being stupid, letting herself think that this fantasy of sitting with a gorgeous guy on a hilltop in Napa Valley had anything to do with her real life.


  It didn’t.


  She put down her sandwich and made herself face him, but before she could say anything, he said, “Uh-oh. That’s not a good look.”


  She wasn’t going to smile. There was no place for grinning when she was about to set him straight, when she was about to make her position on the two of them perfectly clear. “Why are you being so nice to me?”


  “I like you.”


  The glow his words caused was too bright. Too warm. Forcing herself to blot it out, she said, “You don’t know me.”


  “I’m starting to.”


  No pauses. No smooth words. No trying to charm her into agreeing with him. Didn’t he realize just how much harder his honest responses were making this for her?


  “Is this what you do?”


  “What am I doing?”


  “You keep helping me, making me breakfast, asking Jeremy to be nice to me all day.”


  He frowned and she could see that he was confused. “Is there something wrong with wanting to make you smile?”


  Oh. Wow. Why did he have to say that?


  She couldn’t think of any other man who’d simply wanted to make her smile. Not even the man she’d married.


  Frustrated with herself for being so soft—so easy to turn to goo—she made herself come at him one more time with, “I get it if you’re into saving people, but—”


  “I’m not a saint, Chloe. I’ll always take care of my family, but I’ve never gone out looking for women who need to be saved. And it’s not why I asked you to stay.”


  His low voice cut her accusation off in mid-stream and she found herself unable to look away from his serious expression. Feeling like a big jerk for doing anything and everything she could think of to try and keep herself from doing something really, really stupid like falling for him, she said, “Look, Chase, you really have been nice.” Despite having been slow to hand her a towel last night, she silently amended with a flush. “But, we’re not going to do…well…you know.”


  Ugh. She wasn’t used to having conversations like this.


  She half-expected—half-wanted—him to tell her she was wrong. That they were, in fact, going to end up doing well-you-know if she stuck around much longer.


  Instead, his expression grew perfectly serious. “Earlier, when we were out in the vineyard, when I asked you to stay, you didn’t want to. But I didn’t let up until you finally gave in.” He ran a hand through his hair, clearly upset with himself. “I would never want to force you to do something you don’t want to do, Chloe. I don’t ever want to take something from you that you don’t want to give me.”


  This was the perfect opening. Her chance to tell him she’d never had any intention of staying, to make it clear that there was no connection between them, and that it was time for her to be moving on.


  So then, why did she find herself saying, “I wanted to stay.”


  The pure truth of that statement resonated within her solar plexus. Turned out the truth didn’t care if she wanted it to be true, or not.


  “I want to stay,” she said again in a firmer voice. She wanted to spend more time with Chase. She shouldn’t. But she did.


  His grin came back, softer this time, and somehow even more potent. “Good.” And then, “You were saying something about how you and I aren’t going to do…?” He paused, letting the unsaid words hang in the air between them.


  She should have come back with a quick retort, something to put him in his place. But right at that moment, with the Napa Valley sun shining down on her and grapevines budding to life across rolling hills as far as the eye could see, there was nothing left but honesty.


  “I haven’t had a male friend in a very long time.”


  He was silent for a long moment, and even though the butterflies in her stomach had her keeping her eyes on the horizon, she could feel his gaze on her.


  “I’d be honored to be your friend, Chloe.”


  Her breath caught in her throat, then, and she liked him so much it was almost impossible not to grab him and kiss him.


  Sure that he could hear her heart beating in her chest, it was so loud to her own ears, instead of kissing him she had to be content with whispering, “I like you, too.”


  Chapter Six


   


  Chloe wasn’t used to sitting still. Especially not after the past year, when she’d had to keep working odd jobs just to pay the rent and eat and be able to buy some fabric to quilt together. She kept asking Jeremy if there was something she could do to help, but he was firm about her being Chase’s guest.


  Worse still, all that staring at Chase was doing really funny things to her insides. To her outsides, too. Her skin felt sensitive all over beneath her clothes. Warmer than the weather warranted. Similar to the way she’d felt in the tub as the water had slid across her skin and she’d ended up coming apart with his name on her lips.


  Chloe’s uncomfortable musings were interrupted by a loud squeal that was followed by female cursing. Chloe craned her neck and saw that Amanda had tripped over a rock and her dress had a long, jagged rip across the front.


  Chase called, “Jeremy, we need a new dress. The same one.”


  Jeremy’s face had gone even paler than it already was. “I don’t think they sent more than one of this dress. I’ll look again to make absolutely sure.” He scurried off to look through the huge containers of clothes.


  Chloe spoke without thinking. “I’ll fix it.”


  Chase turned his green-eyed gaze to her and at the question in his eyes, she said, “I’ve worked with some pretty similar fabrics in my quilts. I can at least try.”


  “Amanda, take off the dress.”


  The model pulled it off without giving so much as a thought to the fact that she was wearing only very sheer panties beneath the gauzy fabric.


  At first it had been a bit of a shock to see how comfortable these young girls were with their near nudity, but then, Chloe figured if she’d had a figure like that when she was nineteen, she would have been smart to flaunt it, too.


  More glad than she should have been that Chase didn’t so much as glance at Amanda’s perfect naked breasts, Chloe got up out of her seat and came to get the dress. “Can you wait ten minutes?”


  He looked down at the large tear. “You can have this fixed in ten minutes?”


  She looked at it more closely, running her fingers along the tear. “I think so.” Satins and silks were always harder to work with because every hole the needle made showed, but she’d been eying the enormous sewing box all day. Now she finally had a reason to dig into it.


  Chase called out for a break. She quickly threaded a needle with thin, transparent filament and began to work on the dress. She was so entranced by the soft fabric beneath her fingertips that it took her a few moments to realize Chase was sitting beside her.


  “What would I do without you?”


  She almost stabbed herself with the needle. Thankfully she was concentrating too hard to have to reply. Actually, she wasn’t concentrating all that hard. After the past year of doing side jobs for the local tailor for what amounted to little more than slave wages, she could sew up things like this in her sleep.


  Only, it was more than a little unnerving to have Chase’s full attention like this.


  “Don’t you have something else you need to be doing?”


  She could feel his grin without needing to see it. “Just keeping my friend company while she does me a favor.”


  Friends. He’d agreed to be her friend. So then, why was she a teeny bit disappointed that he hadn’t pushed her for more up on the hill?


  No. That was crazy thinking. And she knew exactly where that kind of crazy would lead.


  A bed…with Chase in it.


  “I’d like to help more,” she told him. “You’ve been so kind to me and I wish there was something more I could do to repay you.”


  “Chloe.” The serious way he said her name had her looking up at him. “I wanted to help. You don’t need to repay me for anything. Ever.”


  The intensity of his gaze—the utter dedication and focus on her—nearly had her stabbing herself again with the needle.


  “I need to concentrate on this,” she lied.


  What she really needed was some breathing room from her budding feelings for him.


  “Go check on something else,” she told him in her best no-nonsense voice.


  Before she looked back down at the dress, she caught a flash of his gorgeous grin. A grin that told her he knew exactly why she was sending him away, darn it.


  Ten minutes later, she helped Amanda put the dress back on and found herself blushing as everyone started clapping and telling her how great she was to have repaired it so quickly and so well.


  It wasn’t long until the sun set and the models were really drooping.


  “Let’s call it a day,” Chase said. “Great work, everyone.” He made sure to include her with his eyes, even though she’d barely done anything to help. “Really, really great.”


  Chloe could see how much his praise meant to everyone. Including her.


  “My brother, Marcus, is hosting all of us for dinner and drinks at his place tonight.” He pointed to the big house across the vineyard. “Jeremy, why don’t you take everyone over?”


  Without being asked, Chloe helped the models out of their dresses, making sure to tell each one of them how impressed she was with the work they’d done. “How do you hold those poses for so long?”


  Amanda was already on her cell phone, but Jackie, a shy “older” girl (who was barely twenty-one, but Chloe had already learned that was borderline ancient in their business), said, “I do a lot of yoga.”


  The girl’s smile was beautiful and Chloe immediately grinned back at her.


  “It was nice to have you on set,” Jackie said. “Kind of like having my mom here to take care of us.”


  Chloe somehow managed to hold her grin.


  She was only nine years older than Jackie. And yet, she supposed the model was right. If life experience was anything to go by, they were a century apart.


  Jeremy loaded the huge van with trunks and racks of clothes and camera equipment, then called everyone together. “Are you coming, Chloe?”


  She was tempted to go with the group, rather than stay behind with Chase. But she felt grimy. Even if she didn’t have nicer clothes to wear to Marcus’s house, the least she could do was smell better than this. A shower was definitely necessary.


  “I’m going to freshen up a bit. I’ll see you all there soon.”


  Freshen up a bit. Seriously, she even sounded like she was Jackie’s mom.


  After everyone left, she turned to look for Chase. Thinking of him made her insides go soft and warm.


  At first she couldn’t find him, and then she realized he was standing behind one of his big cameras…and it was pointed straight at her.


  She instinctively put her hand over her cheek. Oh God, what was he doing? And what would he see? Would he be able to look beyond the ugly bruise and see that she was a quivering mess of jelly on the inside? Would he see what a coward she felt like for not having called the police yet, for just hiding out here with him and the models and his crew?


  And would he see the feelings that had grown for him inside of her heart all day, despite the fact that she knew better than to feel anything at all?


  Angry at him—and at herself for even caring in the first place—she started toward him. He’d already lowered the camera by the time she said, “I thought you put all your equipment away.”


  “I always feel better if I’ve got at least one on me. Just in case there’s something I need to take a picture of.”


  “You don’t need to take pictures of me.”


  “I’ve never been able to resist photographing loveliness,” he said softly, before tucking the camera inside his bag. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you feel uncomfortable. I hope you’ll forgive me.”


  The look he gave her—warm and soft, yet full of a desire he didn’t bother to hide—had her realizing just how ridiculous she was being.


  “It’s just with this bruise…” she began, lifting her hand to cover it again.


  But before she could say anything more, he said, “You’re lovely.”


  Her hand was halfway to her face when she realized she didn’t need to hide the bruise from him anymore. Because he didn’t seem to think it made her look ugly. And he didn’t seem to think it made her look weak, either.


  Their slow walk back to the guest house through the darkness with only the moonlight to light their way felt impossibly romantic. Far more romantic than she could allow it to be.


  “So, when did you start taking pictures?”


  He gave her a look in the near-dark, one that said he knew what she was after with her small talk. “I used to steal my father’s Polaroid camera and annoy everyone with it.”


  She grinned at the vision of a mini-Chase documenting the world around him. “Did you always concentrate on photographing people?”


  “I’ve tried it all, but in the end I’ve always found people—and their emotions—to be more interesting than anything else.”


  All day she’d been trying to put her finger on Chase’s magic. “That’s what you were after today,” Chloe said with a sudden hit of awareness. “Emotion.” She met his gaze and knew that even though she wasn’t one of his models, it was exactly what he was tapping into with her, too.


  “You were a great help today.”


  She flushed at his praise. “I’m glad I could help in some way.” She gestured to the property. “Getting to be here today was wonderful. Like being inside a fantasy world.”


  They stepped up on to the porch and Chase opened the door for her. Always the gentleman.


  She stopped short in the living room, causing him to bump into her. His heat seared her and she jumped away.


  “What’s all this?”


  A clothing rack, just like the ones the models’ outfits had been hanging on at the shoot, was standing in the middle of the room. It was packed full of clothes that looked like they would fit her, rather than size zero, six foot, nineteen-year-old girls.


  “I had a few things delivered for you.”


  “How did you even do this? You were working the whole time, harder than anyone else.”


  She couldn’t remember ever seeing him take a break, beyond having lunch with her. Even when the rest of the crew was relaxing between shots, he was busy setting things up or reviewing the day’s work.


  “You look great in your jeans,” he told her, “really great, but I know you weren’t crazy about heading over to Marcus’s tonight wearing them. If there’s one thing I can do, it’s get nice clothes delivered fast.”


  He was so sweet. And modest. But…


  “I don’t have the money to pay you back for these clothes, Chase. It was a lovely thought, but I can’t wear them tonight.”


  “Let me do this for you,” he said softly.


  “I can’t.”


  But, oh, how she wanted to. Even in her previous life when she’d had money, she’d never worn clothes this gorgeous.


  “You can.” He didn’t move closer, but the warmth of his words moved over her skin like a caress as he said, “I’m not going to come back later and demand anything from you.”


  Instinctively, she knew he was telling her the truth. He would never hold anything over her. So then why did that almost scare her more?


  Chase was great. Beyond great. She should stop acting like a nervous cat already, claws popping out at the slightest noise.


  Feeling like an ungrateful jerk over the clothes, she asked, “Can we start over and pretend we just walked in?”


  “Sure.” He walked to the door and held it open for her.


  Following his lead, she walked outside on the porch and let him open the door for her again. “Wow, Chase. These are such pretty clothes. Thanks so much.”


  “You’re welcome.”


  Chloe had to force herself to step away from him, rather than move closer. Yet again, she wanted to put her arms around him and kiss him. She’d never been like this before, vacillating from one extreme to the other…from wanting to run away one second, then wanting to run straight into his arms the next.


  Chase walked over to the rack of clothes. “This one.”


  He was holding up an amazing dress with a long flowing skirt and a fitted bodice. It was midnight blue—her favorite color—and she already knew it would fit like a glove.


  “I guess I’ll go shower and get dressed,” she said softly, taking it from him as she walked past. She felt his eyes on her back all the way down the hall until she closed the bedroom door behind her.


  The shower felt like heaven, but she knew Chase was waiting for her so she didn’t linger. The tub had beckoned, of course, but she wasn’t sure she could face Chase again if she accidentally set off the jets and he heard them go on.


  She dried off, then opened the toiletry and makeup bag he’d had set out for her as well. She was most grateful for the makeup, because it meant she could cover up her bruise a little better. True, everyone had already seen it, but that didn’t mean she liked looking at it every time she looked in the mirror.


  Chase had thought of everything. How on earth was a girl supposed to not fall for a guy like this?


  Forget his looks. He was awesome on the inside, too.


  Then again, hadn’t she thought her ex was awesome at first?


  Forcing down the icky thought, she finished blowing her hair dry, then slipped into the beautiful dress and picked a pair of incredibly pretty heels out of the half-dozen pairs of shoes that had been placed in her bedroom while she showered.


  A shiver ran through her at the knowledge that Chase had been just beyond the bathroom door while she was naked. Had he been tempted to break in again?


  And what would she have done this time? Would she have acted like she didn’t want him in there?


  Or would she have opened up the shower door and invited him in?


  She tried as hard as she could to put herself back in her mindset from earlier in the day, when she’d first seen the models and had been able to convince herself that there was no way Chase would be interested in her with them around.


  But after a full day with them, she knew without even the slightest doubt that there was nothing going on between Chase and any of those young women. Nor would there ever be. They looked at him with stars in their eyes. He looked at them like they were his younger sisters.


  Chloe knew he didn’t look at her like that, however.


  He looked at her like a man looked at a woman he desired.


  No, she found herself thinking before she could stop herself from going there, there was more behind his gaze than just desire.


  Her heart fluttering wildly, she stepped out of the bedroom. Chase was silent for a long moment, which only made her heart beat faster.


  Finally, he said, “You’re lovely.”


  Lovely.


  Did he know the effect that one word had on her? Did he know how special he made her feel, again and again?


  Desperate to cut the sensual—and emotional—tension between them, she tried to joke, “Whoever picked out this dress has a great eye.”


  “It’s not the dress. It’s you.”


  She worked not to deflect his compliment again. Once upon a time she’d known how to say thank you. “You look nice, too,” she said, taking in his dark jeans and the white button-down shirt that he’d rolled up a couple of times at the sleeves.


  “I thought we’d walk over to Marcus’s house.” He looked down at her shoes. “Will that work?”


  “Are you kidding? I used to practically live in heels.”


  He gave her a questioning look and she silently cursed herself. Fortunately, though, he didn’t push her on her statement or as her any questions about her past.


  But she knew that if she stayed much longer, he would ask.


   


  * * *


   


  Chloe was surprisingly comfortable at the small party at Marcus’s house. He was the consummate host, making sure everyone’s glasses were full and that the underaged models stuck to juice and sparkling water.


  After she’d had her fill of the incredible spread and Jeremy had officially exhausted her gossip quota for one lifetime, Chase reappeared from the shadows.


  “Are you having fun?”


  “I am.”


  It should have been a relief when he’d moved away from her not long after arriving at the party, especially after their silent walk from the guest house. A walk in which it had been clear that he wasn’t asking her any questions she wasn’t yet comfortable with answering.


  But she’d missed being with him. Her gaze had strayed to him from across the room one too many times. And he’d almost always caught her looking.


  “Can I get you anything else to eat or drink?”


  She shook her head, putting her hand over her stomach. “I’m stuffed, thanks.” Feeling a little loose from the wine, she said, “There is something I’d love, though. I’ve been dying to see a family photo.”


  “I can already tell you I’m the best-looking Sullivan.”


  She laughed out loud. Chase was one of the least egotistical men she’d ever met. “Why don’t you let me be the judge of that?”


  He held out a hand and she took it without remembering that it wasn’t a good idea to touch him. But oh, it felt so nice to hold his hand—big and strong and warm—if only for a few short moments.


  It occurred to her that she might be just a teensy bit drunk as they walked into a room that she assumed was Marcus’s study. Chase picked up a framed eight-by-ten photo from the bookshelf and handed it to her.


  Chloe worked to keep the awe from her expression at what an incredible sight they all made together. Still, she couldn’t take her eyes off Chase-even in a picture he commanded her attention.


  He was standing next to his mother, nearly a foot taller, with his arm around her as she leaned her head on his shoulder. She looked happy and content, surrounded by her children.


  Longing to be part of a family this close hit Chloe so hard, she almost dropped the glossy photo.


  And then, she saw something that had her mouth falling open.


  “Oh my God. You’re Smith Sullivan’s brother?”


   


  * * *


   


  Jealousy wasn’t something that Chase knew a lot about. So the sudden hard hit of it, right in the pit of his gut, stung pretty damn bad.


  “I am.” He waited for her to ask if she could meet Smith, or to start peppering him with questions about his movie-star brother.


  Instead, she simply turned and stared at him for a long moment. “I guess I should have seen the resemblance.” And then she said, “Tell me about everyone else.”


  Seriously? She didn’t want to know more about Smith?


  This time he was the one giving her a funny look and she shifted uncomfortably under his gaze, her free hand automatically coming up to cover her cheek. “Is something wrong?”


  He quickly shook his head. “No. Not a thing.”


  He wanted to move her hand from her cheek, wanted to tell her she didn’t need to hide any part of herself from him. But he’d made himself a promise to let her lead their dance.


  He wasn’t a saint. Not even close. But he knew keeping that promise was the only way she’d ever really trust him.


  Chase knew how to persuade a woman with kisses, with the touch of his fingertips across her skin. But he didn’t want to be the only one wanting.


  He wanted Chloe to want, too, just as badly as he did.


  Enough that she had to act on that want.


  Enough that she had to push past fear and trust him.


  “Ryan is a year younger than me.” At her questioning sidelong glance, he added, “I’m thirty-two.” He turned back to the picture. “He plays pro baseball for the San Francisco Hawks.”


  She murmured something about being impressed, but it was clear from her reaction that she wasn’t a baseball fan. He grinned, thinking about Chloe meeting Ryan and not fawning over him. His brother would be crushed.


  “Gabe is my youngest brother. He’s a firefighter.”


  “Wow, that’s a really dangerous job. Doesn’t your mother worry?”


  “At this point, between the eight of us, I think she’s pretty much thrown in the towel on worrying.”


  Chloe shook her head. “No,” she said softly, “she’s your mother. She still worries. About all of you. Because she loves you.”


  Caught up in a perfectly clear vision of Chloe as a mother, sweet and loving, his voice felt raw as he agreed. “That’s why we’ve tried to give her a little peace, now and again, as we get older.”


  “Who’s this?” She pointed at one of his sisters.


  “Nice.” He corrected himself. “I mean Sophie.” He pointed to her twin. “That’s Lori. A.K.A. Naughty.”


  She chuckled. “Why do I have a feeling they don’t much care for those nicknames?”


  “They do. Even though they’re always telling me they don’t.”


  Chloe shook her head and muttered, “I can’t imagine dealing with one big brother like you, let alone six.” She arched a brow at him. “You know exactly what’s best for them, don’t you?”


  He grinned at her unrepentantly. “Of course I do.”


  She snorted, looked at the picture again. “They are both very pretty. I sure hope they got some good ones in on you and the rest of your brothers for being know-it-alls.”


  Chase winced in memory. “More than once, you’ll be glad to hear.”


  She laughed again, and if there was a sweeter sound in the world, Chase hadn’t heard it yet.


  “What do they do? Lori looks really athletic.”


  “She’s a dancer and choreographer. She started out working with cheerleaders and now she does a lot of the stuff you see on TV.” Damn, he loved those girls. “Sophie is a librarian at a university. She’s smart as a freaking whip.”


  “Wow. Very impressive. No wonder you’re proud of them.”


  He was proud of all his siblings. They didn’t always see eye to eye, fists were sometimes raised and landed in the heat of anger, but he’d give up his left arm—hell, both of his arms—for any one of them.


  “I already know about Smith. He’s a little older than you, right?”


  “Thirty-four.”


  “Wow, your parents were busy,” she said, before pointing at another of his brothers. “And he is?”


  “Zach. Twenty-nine. Owns half the auto shops in California.”


  “Hey, those Sullivan Auto ads I hear all the time on the radio are his, aren’t they?”


  “He’s a business mastermind who’d rather spend his life with his head under a hood.”


  Or between a woman’s legs. But Chloe didn’t need to know that. Especially given that Zach was a good-looking bastard. Quite possibly the best looking of them all. Including Smith, whose looks were integral to his profession.


  “Marcus is the old man of the group at thirty-six.”


  “So, there are eight of you between the ages of twenty-four and thirty-six.” She raised an eyebrow. “And none of you are married yet?” Her surprise was evident.


  He shrugged. “Nope. Bets were placed a long time ago on who would be shackled with the ball and chain first. We’re all expecting Marcus and his girlfriend to do the deed soon.”


  She laughed out loud at that. “See, now you’re talking like a normal guy. Using the words shackled and ball and chain in reference to getting married.”


  Funny, he thought as he enjoyed her laughter, up until yesterday he’d been right in with the rest of his siblings on thinking marriage was a long way off. But now, he wasn’t so sure. The crazy thing was, he didn’t mind being led straight to the edge of the cliff. As long as Chloe was standing there, too.


  And they were falling together.


  Turning back to the picture, she said, “Your mother is beautiful.”


  “She’s great.”


  “She looks so happy to be with all of you.” Chloe’s eyes were big and full of concern as she asked, “What happened to your father?” She bit her beautiful lower lip. “That was really rude. I’m sorry, you don’t have to answer.”


  “You can ask me anything,” he told her.


  Her gaze flew to his and he held it steadily. “We just met last night. We don’t know each other that well,” she protested.


  “I was ten when he died. He went to work that morning and he had an aneurysm. One of his employees found him in his office on the floor.”


  “Oh, Chase, I’m sorry.” She put her hand on his arm and it was crazy, but even though he thought he’d been over his father’s death for two decades, her touch gave him comfort. “I can’t imagine how your mom managed without him.”


  Beyond glad that she hadn’t shied away from what she wanted to know, either, he said, “It wasn’t easy. Especially not at first. We all helped out. At least, the big kids did.” He gave her a small smile. “I make a mean mac and cheese.”


  “Yum,” she said in a soft, not altogether convincing voice.


  “Want to hear my secret?”


  “Uh…okay.”


  He leaned in a little closer, close enough that he could breathe in her sweet scent. “You’ve got to watch the pot carefully and know just when to stir.”


  Attraction flared between them again at his teasing words, both of them knowing that what he was really saying was that he was gauging her reaction to him, too.


  Because he wanted her.


  And he knew she wanted him.


   


  * * *


   


  Marcus found them in his study and glanced down at the family photo in her hands. “Whatever he’s saying, Chloe, it’s all lies.”


  Chase watched her grin up at his brother. “Oh,” she said with a teasing frown. “So I guess that means you’re not a superhero, after all?”


  Marcus laughed, clearly pleased with her comeback. “Everyone left to go dancing in town. How about I open up a bottle of the good stuff for the three of us?”


  “The wine you’ve served so far tonight has been amazing. You have better stuff?” Chloe asked, clearly incredulous.


  “Prepare to have your mind blown,” Marcus replied.


  Despite the fact that his brother was clearly enjoying being around Chloe, Chase couldn’t shake the sense that something wasn’t right with Marcus. As the oldest Sullivan, he’d always carried more of the burden of making sure everyone in the family was okay. But tonight he seemed edgier than normal. Wound too tight.


  Before meeting his girlfriend, Jill, Marcus had been just as much a dog as the rest of the Sullivan boys. But in the past two years, he’d straightened up to the point where Chase almost didn’t recognize him. He missed getting up to no-good with the oldest of the Sullivan clan, but he’d assumed his brother was preparing to marry Jill and settle down with a bunch of kids.


  They followed Marcus into the living room, which looked out over the moonlit vines and pool patio. As he uncorked a dusty bottle that still smelled of the caves, Chloe said, “I really shouldn’t have any more, but how can I resist?”


  The three of them sat down and Chase loved how easy she was with his brother. Just knowing Chloe was near, just being able to see her smile, to hear her laugh, made everything so much better. And his life had been pretty damn good before she came into it, so that was really saying something.


  “Everyone was saying what a great help you were at the magazine shoot today,” Marcus told her.


  She looked pleased by his compliment. “I had fun.”


  “She completely saved the day, actually.”


  Chloe rolled her eyes. “That is so not true.” She took a sip from her glass. “Oh. My. God. This wine is so good it should be illegal.”


  Marcus smiled. “Glad you like it.”


  She took another sip. On a near-moan, she said, “This isn’t even close to like. It’s love all the way.”


  In an instant, Chase went rock hard in his pants. All it took was hearing her moan…and say one little four-letter word.


  A word that he hadn’t even been searching for. Because he hadn’t realized it was missing from his life.


  Until now.


  Until Chloe.


  “So,” Marcus said, “where are you from, Chloe?”


  She instantly snapped to attention, sitting up so fast in her seat that the wine sloshed almost to the rim of her glass. “I’m in the process of moving, actually.”


  She took a gulp of wine and Chase tried to use Sullivan telepathy to tell his brother to shut up.


  It didn’t work.


  “Where to?” Marcus asked.


  Chloe took another gulp before replying. “I’m still looking at my options.”


  As soon as Marcus refilled her empty glass, she shot up out of her seat. “I’ve got to go visit the powder room. Excuse me.”


  Marcus waited until she’d left the room to say, “What the hell is going on? She’s got that bruise pretty well covered up tonight, but how’d she get it in the first place? Did that happen when she drove off the side of the road?”


  Every time Chase thought about how she’d gotten the bruise, he wanted to hammer his fist into something.


  No, not something. Straight into the face of the guy who had hurt her.


  “I don’t know for sure. She hasn’t trusted me enough yet to say.” He gave his brother a warning look. “Don’t push her anymore. On anything.”


  Marcus raised an eyebrow. “You like her.”


  “It’s way beyond like,” he said, echoing Chloe's comment. Only he was talking about something a hell of a lot more important than an expensive drink. Talking more to himself than his brother at this point, he said, “I just need her to stay a few more days. And then maybe she’ll give me a chance.”


  “I’ve never seen you like this before.”


  Chase shook his head, as surprised by what had happened to him as anyone. “And here I thought I was coming here for nothing more than a few days of meaningless sex with—”


  Marcus cut him off. “With one of your models?”


  Chase snorted. “No. No way. You know I stopped sleeping with models years ago.” He knew his brother was going to be pissed off when he told him, “I was planning to hook up with Ellen.”


  Marcus narrowed his eyes. “My employee, Ellen?”


  “That’s the one.”


  “God-damn it, Chase, you can’t screw around with someone who works for me. All I need is for her to get a broken heart on account of you and then having her take it out on my winery.”


  Chase held up his hands. “Look, the hookup didn’t happen, okay? So don’t get all bent out of shape about it. I met Chloe before Ellen and I could get into any trouble. And you’ll be glad to hear that Ellen seemed fine with being let down.” Ignoring his brother’s glare, he gave in to the need to confide his feelings to someone, and admitted, “I’ve never been like this before, never felt like this with anyone but Chloe. And I haven’t even touched her yet.”


  Damn it, he was saying too much. Marcus didn’t need to know what he and Chloe had—or hadn’t—done.


  Chase refilled their glasses before turning the tables on his brother and asking, “Everything go all right in the city last night after you left the party? How’s Jill doing?”


  “She’s fine.” A muscle started jumping in Marcus’s jaw. “I think I’m going to head in for the night. Got a busy day tomorrow.”


  Chase stood up, too. This time around the Sullivan telepathy was working perfectly. Something was up with Jill and Marcus—and his brother had no intention of talking about it with anyone.


  Chase wished like hell he knew how to bring the old Marcus back. As the oldest of all of them, after their father died, Marcus had immediately stepped into those newly empty shoes. Chase had memories of his brother changing diapers and wiping noses. Making sure everyone got to school on time with their homework in their backpacks. Fortunately, in their twenties, as everyone grew up and needed him less, he’d been able to break out of that responsible shell and cut loose.


  Once upon a time, Marcus had been the biggest player of them all—almost as if he was making up for lost time. Women would throw themselves at him, and he’d catch each and every one of them.


  But now, ever since he’d been with ice princess Jill, he’d changed again. Receded back into that too-responsible, too-mature shell.


  Funny, Chase realized with a start, that while he was thinking his brother needed to shake off the chains and get back out there, he was looking at doing the exact opposite.


  But the truth was, Chase had burned through more than enough women.


  He was ready for one special one.


  “I should check on Chloe,” Chase told his brother. “Got to make sure she didn’t get lost in your palace on the hill.”


  A couple of minutes of searching later, he found her standing out on the back deck, her glass empty again. For a long moment, Chase had to stop and just stare.


  She was stunning.


  Not because of the moonlight. Not because of the dress.


  It was all Chloe.


  No other woman had ever taken his breath away like this. And he knew no other ever would.


  Just her.


  “There you are.”


  She turned her face to his and it was full of so much emotion—and longing—that it was all he could do not to just reach for her.


  They were completely alone out on the back porch. His brother was in bed, everyone else was gone. And he could tell just from looking at her that the wine had blurred some of her edges.


  Unable to keep away from her, he moved behind her, putting his hands on either side of the rail. “Some moon tonight, isn’t it?”


  He expected her to push away from him, but strangely, she did the exact opposite by turning slowly in the circle of his arms so that she was looking straight at him with those big eyes that mucked up his insides.


  “Chase.”


  Jesus, he was teetering on a thin edge, so close to her and yet so damn far.


  Honor. Why had he decided that honor mattered? Everything would be so much easier if he simply took what he wanted...and worried about the consequences later.


  She wasn’t drunk, but she wasn’t sober either. He should take her back to the guest house. Put her to bed.


  Alone.


  But he obviously wasn’t strong enough to do any of that. All he could do was say her name. And want her more than he’d ever wanted anyone or anything in his whole life.


  “Chloe.”


  Her full lips parted slightly at the sound of her name. For the first time, she wasn’t trying to hide her desire from him.


  “It’s inevitable, isn’t it?”


  Hell yes, it was. But he couldn’t put words in her mouth. Not now.


  “What’s inevitable?” Each word was raw. Husky.


  Her eyes dropped to his mouth.


  “This kiss.”


  Chapter Seven


   


  As Chloe threaded her fingers through his hair and pulled his face down to hers, it took every ounce of control Chase possessed to keep his hands on the rail.


  But when her lips touched his, just a whisper of a kiss...his control was lost.


  He wanted to touch her everywhere at once, but it was a straight shot from the rail to her lower back and the curve of her hips.


  Her mouth was so soft, so damn sweet, as she pressed one kiss after another against his lips. If he could, he would have prolonged the gentle exploration. But he’d been waiting too damn long for this kiss. Running one hand up her spine, he cupped the back of her neck and held her captive beneath him while he tasted her.


  She gasped against his mouth, and somewhere in the back of his head he started to wonder if he was hurting her. And then he felt it: Her tongue coming out to stroke against his.


  Jesus, he’d thought about this moment a thousand times in the past twenty-four hours, but nothing he’d come up with, nothing he’d envisioned in his fantasies, even came close to the reality of how soft, how sweet, how sensual kissing Chloe really was.


  Chase had always loved kissing. To his surprise, most women liked to rush past that part of their sensual dance. But as far as he was concerned, a kiss could be just as good as full-blown sex.


  Better, even.


  Especially when he was kissing Chloe.


  He could spend hours on her mouth and, judging by the way she was kissing him back, he had a feeling she would be up for exactly that.


  Slowly stroking his tongue against hers, he reveled in the taste of her, the feel of her, the little moans of pleasure she was making as they connected so intimately. Pulling back slightly, he gently sucked her lower lip in between his teeth for a nip, being sure to give her upper lip the same treatment. And then their tongues were back at it until she did the same to his mouth, tasting, taking, nipping, biting his flesh so perfectly.


  “Chloe.” He groaned her name against her lips and she licked across his before looking at him, flushed and lovely and awash with desire.


  “I’ve never been kissed like that before.”


  The innocence of her words, the look on her face—like she’d just experienced heaven—had him taking her lips again. Devouring them.


  Chase didn’t have any idea how long they kissed like a man and a woman who were starving for each other, but all the while he was intensely aware of the soft press of her breasts against his chest, along with the sexy curve of her hips where he was holding her against him. He was torn between continuing to kiss her and tasting his way down her incredible body.


  Just then she shifted slightly in his arms, pressing her breasts and hips even closer into him, and the decision was taken away from him.


  He’d been blessed enough to see her beautiful naked skin when he’d walked in on her in the bathtub the previous evening. But he hadn’t been able to touch her. He hadn’t been able to run his tongue over her. He hadn’t been able to kiss every dip and curve.


  Now, he could have all that.


  Chase began to run kisses over her face, across her cheekbones, over her chin, down to her neck. He licked into the hollow of her collarbones and felt her weight come more firmly against him, as if she could barely hold herself up.


  Chase had learned early on how to elicit a sensual response from women and he’d always enjoyed their pleasure as much as his own. But Chloe’s response—and his need for her—was different from that of any other woman he’d been with.


  He ran his tongue over her skin again and the softly desperate sound she made had him moving his hand from where he’d been cupping her neck down to a thin, silky strap on her shoulder. She was soft, so damn soft that he almost lost the thread of what he was doing, but then she took a deep, shaking breath, her breasts moving against his chest, swelling up beneath the top of her dress.


  And he remembered exactly why he needed to slide the strap off her lovely skin.


  A picture of her breasts—water from the bathtub beading and sliding over her soft flesh—was forever imprinted on his brain. And now that he was just seconds away from touching, tasting them, Chase could barely get his hands to work right.


  He needed to get the straps off.


  And then, silk was sliding down over her shoulders and he didn’t even need to give her dress a yank, because Chloe was two steps ahead of him, lifting her arms from the confines of her dress and shimmying her upper body so that the bodice slipped one inch, and then another, and then one more still, until her breasts popped out from beneath the thin fabric.


  Chase froze as he drank her in. Her breasts were perfect, full and round, beautifully natural in the way they lay against her chest, tipped up to him with desire.


  Finally coming unstuck, but still utterly mesmerized, his hands warred with his mouth for the pleasure of being the first to touch her.


  His hands won by a hair as he reached out to cup her.


  “Oh God. Chase.”


  He tore his gaze away from her breasts, from the contrast of her pale skin against his tanned fingers, to see that she was staring intently at exactly the same thing. Her eyes lifted to his a moment later and the look in them had him dropping his mouth to hers again, her breasts still in his hands.


  Their kiss took on a different sheen this time, the desperation for each other kicking up another notch. Chloe was rubbing her breasts harder against his hands, almost as if she were begging for something.


  For more.


  “Watch, Chloe.” Pulling back from her mouth, he trained his gaze back on her breasts as he ran his thumbs over the taut peaks. “Look how responsive you are to my touch.”


  She whimpered as he caressed the taut flesh again, harder this time, and then again. Her skin puckered beneath his thumb.


  “Please.”


  He barely heard her request, the sound more a breath than a word, but he needed the exact same thing she did.


  Chase bent his head down and she arched her back to make herself more available to him. In one smooth motion, he laved his tongue over her soft skin. A part of him wanted to spend the rest of his time there, with his tongue on her breasts, running it across every inch of her soft skin, over both peaks. But his lips, his teeth, had other ideas, and it was barely a moment later that he was closing his mouth down over her, swirling his tongue over her even as his teeth lightly scraped the rigid flesh.


  She made a soft moan, then, that had him throbbing dangerously in his jeans.


  There was nothing feigned about her response. Chloe was pure sensuality, just as he’d known she would be. He’d watched her come in the bathtub, and yet, being a part of that pleasure tonight, being the reason she was drowning in desire, put what he’d been feeling for her in another stratosphere entirely.


  They’d talked about being friends—she’d told him how much she needed that—but he’d spent the last twenty-four hours in a constant state of arousal for her, and he couldn’t stop himself from bunching her skirt up his hands and running one hand up her bare thigh.


  Turning his attention to her other breast, his mouth closed down over the peak just as his fingers found her panties, damp with arousal.


  “Yes,” she gasped as he tugged on her breast with his lips, moving his hand up so that he could slide in beneath the thin fabric of her panties.


  Worries, concerns, reservations—they all flew out the window as he found her with his fingers. She was practically bucking in his arms, arching into his mouth, widening her legs to give him better access to every part of her. Moments later, Chloe was crying out and her muscles were clamping down on him in a beautiful, out-of-control rhythm, a living, breathing orgasm beneath his mouth and hands.


  Her release seemed to go on forever, from one peak to the next, and Chase felt like the luckiest guy on the planet. He wanted to do nothing from here on out but make her come. Watch her come. Listen to her come.


  He’d give up everything for her, if he had to. And it would all be worth it, just to be witness to such overarching, all-consuming pleasure.


  He’d noticed how beautifully she came in the bathtub the night before, but it was nothing like experiencing it first-hand.


  Amazingly, when she finally settled back down in his arms, instead of being sated, she looked up at him and said, “Please, Chase. More. I need more.”


  He knew just what she was asking for—she wanted him to take her, right then and there on his brother’s porch in the middle of the vines.


  Chase had never wanted anything so bad.


  Only, when she’d been asking for more, her words had slurred together. Just the slightest bit.


  But he heard it.


  Worse, her eyes were unfocused. Blurry. And not just because of her orgasm.


  Chase didn’t want to have to ask himself if she was drunk, if she wasn’t totally in control of what she was doing with him out on his brother’s porch. He wanted to believe that the slurring had everything to do with how good he was making her feel and not the number of times her wineglass had been refilled. He could do anything he wanted to her right now, turn her around on the balcony so that her ass was pressed up against his groin while he lifted her skirt and pulled down her panties. He could fill his hands with the perfect, heavy weight of her breasts while he slid into her from behind. And both of them could get what they desperately needed.


  But, damn it, he just couldn’t do it.


  Not when he knew he’d never—ever—be able to live with himself if this went even further and Chloe woke up in the morning not knowing what she’d done.


  He couldn’t be one more man to take something away from her.


  He needed to stop this.


  Now.


  Not wanting to startle her, he slowly moved his hand from between her legs, letting the dress fall back down. A moment later he was pulling up the bodice, covering up breasts that he would kill to taste again.


  “What are you doing? Why are you stopping?”


  “I think it’s time to get you home to bed.”


  Her mouth moved into a sensual pout. “I’m not tired, Chase. Not yet.”


  Sweet Lord, it was hard not to take another kiss from that mouth. Even harder not to rip off her dress and take her right there on the wood-plank decking.


  “You’re lovely, Chloe, so damned lovely, but I can’t take advantage of you like this.”


  The pout turned stubborn. “You’re not taking advantage of me. I’m the one who kissed you, remember?”


  This was even harder than he’d thought it would be. Because the last thing he wanted to do was hurt her feelings. He didn’t want her to think he didn’t desire her like crazy.


  “I want this more than you can imagine, but I need you to be completely with me.”


  “I was with you.” She lifted her mouth back to his, whispering, “I’m still with you,” against his lips.


  “No, sweetheart.” He dragged his mouth away from hers. “I don’t want you to look back at this tomorrow morning and hate me because I took advantage of you when you were drunk.”


  “I’m not drunk!”


  “You’re not completely sober, either,” he made himself say in a gentle voice.


  She looked crushed. Completely crushed.


  Hating it, Chase said, “You don’t know how hard this is for me to do.”


  Her steps were mostly steady as she turned and began to walk away from him, but every now and then she seemed to catch and right herself on her heels.


  Chase knew he was right to have done what he did.


  But it didn’t make him feel any better. Not when he could feel Chloe’s hurt and embarrassment radiating from her during the silent walk back to the guest house.


  She didn’t so much as look at him as she waited for him to open the front door. Even though he was desperate to reach for her, to pull her against him, he let her walk past.


  “We’ll talk in the morning.”


  She stopped, then, looking at him over her shoulder for a moment. Her bright eyes were dulled now. Without saying a word, she walked into her bedroom and closed the door with a soft click.


  And as he got into an ice-cold shower and took his shaft in hand, even as he focused on the mental picture of her breasts in his hands, even as he remembered the taste of her on his tongue, and the feel of her aroused, slick flesh pushing and squeezing against his fingers, Chase couldn’t stop wondering when the hell honor had become his goddamned duty in life.


  What was wrong with him?


  He’d had a warm, wet, and willing woman in his arms just minutes ago.


  And he’d walked away from her.


  Chapter Eight


   


  Chloe packed her bag first thing in the morning and put her jeans and T-shirt back on.


  Last night had been too close. She’d wanted Chase too much.


  Which was why she couldn’t stay here any longer.


  A new basket of pastries and fruit was on the counter for her again and pride should have dictated that she walk right by it, but that would have been plain stupid. She didn’t have the money for a taxi. Which meant she was going to be walking out of here, down long country roads until she could find a bus stop.


  Pride was fine and dandy. But not when she was going to desperately need the fuel to keep going.


  Only, what had tasted so delicious the previous morning was sawdust in her mouth now, and she had to force herself to eat the croissant she’d picked up.


  Of course, the folded note with Chloe written on it in Chase’s handwriting didn’t help, either. As she chewed and swallowed, she stared at the paper.


  She swore it stared back.


  It would be better not to read it. Just to walk out of here, say her thank-yous and goodbyes, and forget she’d ever met a beautiful man whose kisses tasted like heaven.


  But Chase had been nothing but kind to her. So kind, in fact, that instead of taking her the way she’d been so desperate to be taken the previous evening, he’d put a halt to their kisses. He’d actually pulled his hand from her panties after she came for him and walked her home without another touch.


  Oh, that first kiss had been intense. Wicked. Perfect. She could have kissed him all night. Chloe had dreamed of that kiss all night long, could still feel the way they’d almost been taking breath from each other’s lungs. She’d woken up aching for another kiss…and for the chance to cuddle up with Chase under a blanket somewhere and just kiss all night long.


  It was that urge to cuddle with him, that desperate desire to feel warm and safe, that clarified her intention. She had to leave.


  But the truth was, she’d wonder what had been in his note every second of every day if she didn’t look at it. As she grabbed it off the counter top, the edges crumpled with her rough handling.


   


  Chloe,


   


  I hope you slept well. One day soon, I’m going to be able to enjoy breakfast with you. I’m looking forward to that. A lot.


  Please join us again today. Everyone thinks you’re great.


   


  See you soon,


  Hotstuff


  HOTSTUFF


   


  P.S. It does need all caps, don’t you think?


   


  Somewhere between the A lot and the crossed-out Hotstuff, all the tingly, mushy feelings that Chloe had been trying to squash inside of herself popped back to life. Bigger and stronger than they’d been before, even.


  Last night, she’d been riding a light buzz and enjoying herself until Marcus’s innocent questions. At which point she’d started guzzling his wine. Chase had known she wasn’t all there, that the wine had dulled her just enough for her to give up control without a thought of protecting herself.


  But they’d been so close to what she’d wanted and a not-so-secret part of her wished that he hadn’t stopped them from making love. So much of her wished that he had just taken advantage of the fact that she was a little drunk.


  What was wrong with her? If that’s what she was wishing for, then she had some serious problems. And Lord knew if she couldn’t control her mind—or body—around Chase any better than that, staying was definitely out of the question.


  It didn’t matter that she still had nowhere to go. It didn’t matter that her situation with her ex hadn’t changed and that she still needed to deal with police and see what they could do—if anything—to help her. Enough of this fantasy la-la-winery-land, with the beautiful clothes, pretending that this great guy was hers. None of that was reality. It was just prolonging the inevitable for another three days: Dealing with her ex, making sure he never hurt her again, and then rebuilding her life from the ground up and making sure it was the life she wanted this time.


  Now for the hard part: saying goodbye to Chase.


  Something told her it was going to be harder than getting hit in the face by her ex. More painful than driving into a ditch. Worse than standing in the middle of a hail storm.


  Chase had been incredibly honorable. She owed him the same respect. She wasn’t just going to sneak away. She wasn’t just going to leave him a note like a coward.


  She needed to head out to the vineyards where he was photographing the models with his crew, pull up her big-girl panties, and say a proper goodbye to his face. Sneaking out was for wimps. And even though the wimp inside her longed to prevail, it was time for her to learn how to be strong.


  It was time to tell Chase goodbye.


   


  * * *


   


  “Chloe, thank God you’re here!”


  Jeremy looked frazzled. And not just because he’d been enjoying the fruits of Marcus’s cellar along with the rest of them the previous night.


  “Chase was just about to send me to see if you were up yet.” His glasses were on crooked as he explained, “Alice has the stomach flu.”


  “I’ll go check on her,” Chloe immediately offered, dropping her bag to the ground.


  Jeremy grabbed her arm. “No! I mean, a doctor has been in to see her, but we can’t risk anyone else getting sick if they don’t have it already.”


  Chloe shook her head. “But I’m not part of the crew. I can stay with her and then you all can—”


  She felt Chase’s presence a split second before he moved into her line of vision. “We need you to take over for her.”


  Chloe blinked once. Twice. “Me?” She frowned. “What makes you think I can take over for her?”


  “You were a lifesaver yesterday.”


  “I sewed up one dress.”


  “You did more than that. I saw you talking with Alice, helping her put outfits together.”


  Chloe shook her head. “They were offhand comments. I wasn’t trying to take over her job.”


  “I know that. She knows that. But the fact is, you’ve got a great eye for color and pattern. You instinctively know what works. And the models trust you. They like you. That matters more than you know. If they feel great, they look great.”


  She opened her mouth to protest again, but before she could, he moved a little closer, close enough that her already racing heart all but jumped out of her chest. “We all need your help. I need your help.”


  How could she say no to him? He’d saved her that night on the road. Instead of being picked up by a rapist axe-murderer, Chase had been a full-on knight in shining armor. And now he needed her help.


  She saw his gaze drop to the bag at her feet, then up the legs of her jeans, over her T-shirt, and come back to her face. When his gaze met hers again, she could see that he knew exactly what she’d been coming here to do: to say goodbye.


  He didn’t hide his disappointment from her. And oh God, she couldn’t believe how much she hated seeing it. She wanted the man back who looked at her like she was lovely. Like he wanted her so bad that he was barely a breath away from taking her.


  That was when she realized that even though she’d come to say goodbye to his face, it didn’t change the fact that she was running again.


  “I’d love to help.” She looked between Chase and Jeremy. “Just tell me what you need me to do and I’ll do it.”


  Jeremy dragged her off almost before the words were out of her mouth. But not before she caught Chase’s smile.


  And the fact that whatever disappointment had been there was now erased…desire and appreciation taking its place without even missing a beat.


   


  * * *


   


  The day flew by. Chase didn’t really need much direction with the clothes and Chloe knew he was only asking her opinions to make her feel involved. At first she was reluctant to say much. She didn’t want to screw up his photo shoot, after all. But, just as it had been the day before, it was hard not to get swept up in the magic of it all. They were creating beautiful fairy tales out in the vines and without thinking, she began to cinch in the waists on dresses and sew up hems. Not only that, but when she actually disagreed with the way the accessories he’d put together were clashing, she was amazed to realize that her choices were better.


  And through it all, even though they were surrounded by the crew, attraction pulsed between them.


  A part of her—the biggest part—wanted to run again. But with every hour that she spent working with Chase and his crew, she realized she simply couldn’t leave them in the lurch. Plus, in those moments when she forgot to worry, she realized she was enjoying herself. A great deal.


  At the end of the night, Amanda said, “We heard there’s an awesome Mexican restaurant downtown.”


  Chase raised an eyebrow. “No margaritas.”


  Chloe could guess how he was with his sisters. Loving. Protective. But not overwhelming them with rules and regulations.


  He was obviously a great brother. He’d make a great father.


  The thought stopped her in her tracks but she didn’t have time to dissect it because Jeremy was asking, “Should we save you guys seats?”


  Chloe felt Chase’s eyes on her, knew he wanted her to make the decision to either go with the group and hide out in the crowd like a coward…or face him alone. Planting a smile on her face that she was sure no one bought, she said, “I think I’m going to hang here again tonight.”


  “Have a good time. I’m sure Kalen doesn’t want to work any harder than she already is on makeup, so get some sleep tonight, ladies.”


  “I’d like to go check on Alice.”


  Chase nodded. “Me, too.”


  The silence between them was fraught with all the things Chloe knew couldn’t remain unsaid for too much longer. They drove over to the hotel where the crew was staying. Feeling terrible that they’d obviously woken Alice up from much needed sleep—she looked horribly pale and weak—they didn’t stay long.


  Chase waited until they’d pulled up in front of the guest house before turning to her. “We need to talk.”


  “I know.”


  “You were going to leave.” It wasn’t a question.


  “Yes,” she admitted softly, “I was.”


  “Why?”


  She shook her head, hating how difficult it was to be honest. But knowing she had to be. “I obviously can’t control myself around you.”


  Chase’s mouth moved up into one of those beautiful smiles of his. “I’m glad.”


  She shook her head. “It isn’t a good thing.”


  “Why not? Why do you need to control yourself around me?”


  She opened her mouth to tell him all the reasons why, but suddenly, all she could remember was how good it felt when he was kissing her, how good his hands felt as they moved across her skin.


  Everything had been good.


  “I—” She stopped, tried to straighten out her head before continuing. “We—”


  Darn it, instead of her thoughts straightening out, they were spinning off in a crazy direction.


  A really crazy direction.


  She was changing a lot of things in her life, right? She was going to stop running. She wasn’t going to back down from a threat anymore. And she was going to stand up and take what she wanted when she wanted it.


  Lord, did she ever want Chase.


  She couldn’t be thinking this, knew better than to even go there, but—


  “Oh, hell,” she muttered. Chase lifted an eyebrow at her soft curse and she made herself face him squarely. “I can’t believe I’m about to say this.” She swallowed, grasped her hands in front of her in a nervous gesture she couldn’t contain. “I honestly don’t even know how to say it.”


  “You sure know how to keep a guy on the edge,” he said in a slightly husky tone.


  Chloe took a deep breath and forced herself to just spit it out. “Maybe we should just have a fling.”


  “A fling?”


  She could feel a flush moving across her skin. “Sure. Like you said, why not?” Beyond nervous, she started babbling. “Last night was really great and you’re right, I was a little drunk, and I probably would have woken up in the morning and felt weird about it all. But I’m not drunk now.”


  “No,” he said, his intense eyes never leaving hers once, “you’re not.”


  “I’ve decided I’m going to stay to help. For the rest of the shoot. I’m not going to pack my bag up again and come find you to say goodbye. No matter what happens, you can count on me.”


  Oh God, this was awkward. Why wasn’t he just grabbing her and taking what she was trying so pathetically to offer?


  “You and I obviously have something between us. We’re both consenting adults. It just seems to make sense while I’m here and you’re here that we could maybe just, well, enjoy that.”


  “Are you saying you want to have sex with me?”


  Oh God. She’d almost climaxed from the husky sound of his voice...and what he’d said.


  “Yes.” The word came out shaky with need. “A lot.”


  His mouth quirked up at the two words she’d stolen from his breakfast note.


  She could feel, could see, how much he wanted her. And yet he wasn’t pulling her into his arms, wasn’t just taking her right there between the rows of vines under the rising moon.


  “Of all the things I thought you were going to say to me today, Chloe, this wasn’t on the list.”


  Seriously? She’d just killed herself laying it all out on the line and he was going to be honorable again, wasn’t he?


  No, no, no!


  “Kiss me again.”


  “I promised myself I wouldn’t take anything from you that you didn’t want to give.”


  “I want to kiss you. I want you to kiss me. All day long I’ve wanted you to kiss me.”


   


  * * *


   


  Chase took her hand, hurried up the front steps, and kicked open the front door, not stopping in the living room even though it meant waiting another few seconds for the pleasure he’d been craving. He wanted her in a bed, the way he’d been picturing her for forty-eight straight hours, naked and flushed with desire—and pleasure—for him.


  In the end it felt like hiking halfway across the county just to get to the bedroom, but then—finally!—they were inside the room. Chase closed the door and locked it, before forcing himself to drop her hand and to step back a few inches.


  “Are you sure you want to do this?”


  “Yes.”


  She hadn’t hesitated, but still he had to say, “Absolutely certain?”


  “Yes.”


  Again, there was no hesitation, only a growing irritation in her eyes that he was stalling. But he cared about her too much to do anything to hurt her.


  “Once we start, I’m not going to be able to stop. I want you too badly.”


  At that, the faint irritation in her eyes was pushed aside by need, her eyes dilating at the force of her arousal.


  He didn’t want to scare her—didn’t ever want her to be scared again—but she needed to know. “This is your last chance to change your mind.”


  Before he could take his next breath, her fingers threaded into his hair and her mouth was on his, her tongue pushing against his. He lifted her into his arms and moved to the bed, his mouth never leaving hers for a second. There was no finesse, no gentleness in their kisses.


  How could there be when they were both pure need?


  Just that quickly, all thoughts of honor were forgotten. All that mattered was Chloe. Worshiping her body.


  And loving her.


  Chapter Nine


   


  Chloe could hardly believe she was lying on the bed looking up at a sinfully gorgeous man as he pulled his T-shirt off and threw it on the floor. Seeing all those muscles, his incredible washboard abs, all but paralyzed her.


  She’d never seen anyone like Chase, live and in person, before.


  “You’re so beautiful.” The words were out of her mouth before she even realized they were coming.


  He responded by moving over her on the bed, placing his hands on either side of her face, and kissing the rest of the breath from her lungs. One of his legs came between hers and she couldn’t stop herself from closing her legs around him and thrusting her hips up against his taut thigh muscles.


  She was already so close, knew she could probably come with nothing more than another one of his mind-blowing kisses and the friction of his thigh against her.


  “Chloe.” Her name was a whisper of need from his lips to hers and before she knew it, he had her T-shirt and jeans off. When she was wearing nothing but her bra and panties—thank God she’d at least kept her nice lingerie from her earlier life—he shifted away to stare at her.


  She knew she wasn’t nearly as thin as the models he worked with, knew that her body wasn’t perfect, not by any means…but, amazingly, she could tell that Chase didn’t care.


  He liked her just the way she was.


  “Jesus, Chloe. You’re killing me here.” He reached out and ran one slow finger from her chin down her neck, making her arch into his hands as he trailed his gentle, heated touch down to the valley between her breasts. “You’re so damned lovely.”


  “You’ve already seen my body,” she reminded him.


  “Not like this. I couldn’t touch you, then.” His eyes lifted from her curves to her face. “I couldn’t kiss you the way I wanted to kiss you.”


  How did he manage to keep stealing her breath when she was beyond certain that he’d already stolen it away just moments before?


  “Show me. Show me how you wanted to kiss me.”


  She could have sworn a growl rumbled in his chest as he slid one hand into her hair, the other beneath her hips to press her more firmly against him.


  His mouth was hot, yet gentle, over hers—that first, desperate rush to have each other turning into such sweetness, such joy as he tasted every inch of her lips with his, pressing soft kisses into the corners, the flesh at the center, the cupid’s bow of her upper lip. And then his tongue licked along the curve of her lips, a slow, sensuous journey that awakened every last cell in Chloe’s body. Until, finally, he dipped his tongue in between her teeth and she met him halfway, taking everything he was giving her and returning it multiplied.


  Her entire body had turned soft, pliant against him, and she could feel herself throbbing between her legs.


  “Please,” she whispered when he lifted his head so that they could draw some oxygen into both their lungs, “I need—”


  She hadn’t put words to her desire for so long that she found the words drying up on her tongue.


  “Will you trust me, Chloe?”


  She wished she didn’t have to think about it. But she did. Trust wasn’t just something she could give out easily anymore. “I want to.”


  His smile warmed her from head to toe before he pressed a kiss just below her earlobe. “Wanting to is a perfect place to start.”


  Loving the fact that he wasn’t pressuring her to try and give him something she wasn’t capable of giving, as he shifted again on the bed and began to run his tongue across the swell of one breast, she let loose a low moan of pleasure.


  From one to the other, he didn’t rush, didn’t hurry despite the desperate little sounds she was making. The look he gave her was more than a little wicked when he lifted his head from her chest.


  She opened her mouth to tell him what she needed, opened her mouth to speak, but again, the words wouldn’t come.


  “Never be scared to tell me what you need. What you want.”


  “More.” The one word was all she could get out.


  His response to her request was to brush the pad of his thumb over one of her and she actually gasped at the sensation.


  She’d never known a smile could be so full of desire until she looked into his eyes. He touched her breasts again and this time she instinctively arched into his hand, saying, “Yes. Please. More of that.”


  His hands moved behind her back, and then he was pulling her bra off and the air felt cool on the aroused skin of her breasts.


  “I’ll never, ever get tired of looking at you.” Even though his hands were large, her breasts overflowed them. “I’ll never stop wanting to touch you.”


  Somewhere in the back of her brain, an alarm sounded, telling her “never” wasn’t the kind of word someone used when they were simply having a fling. But she was too busy holding her breath, waiting for what was coming next, to pay attention to that faint warning.


  “I’ll never stop wanting to taste you.” He lowered his head until his soft hair was brushing against her skin, and then his tongue was flicking out to tease her.


  They’d been here last night, with his mouth on her while she melted into a puddle of need, but he hadn’t been telling her how much he desired her as he kissed and touched her.


  Out on his brother’s porch, they’d been stealing a moment.


  Tonight, there were no limits. He wouldn’t stop after making her come.


  The only question that remained was, would she get scared and decide to run again?


  The gentle pull of his lips on her breast, the perfect scratch of his teeth against her sensitive, taut flesh, had the question scattering away as her entire focus narrowed down to those few square inches that he was torturing so beautifully.


  And then he was kissing his way down her stomach, making her squirm as his tongue dipped into the hollow of her belly button. She was lost in sensation when she felt the bed dip again and realized he was kneeling between her legs. A gentle press of his large hands on the inside of her thighs had her opening up for him.


  She should have been shy, should have wondered how she could lie there and let him just look at her like that, almost naked except for a pair of fairly indecent panties, when the two of them barely knew each other.


  But as he pressed his palm against her core and she felt just how wet she was, something in her brain clicked over to memories, bad ones, where she’d been vulnerable like this with another man. A man who had hurt her.


  Chase had been wonderful so far, but what if he turned on her? She didn’t really know him. How could she in only forty-eight hours?


  Oh God, what was she doing, lying here spread-eagled for a man who was, for all intents and purposes, a stranger?


  “Chase, I—” She tried to close her thighs, covered her breasts with her hands.


  He immediately said, “One word and I stop.”


  She knew what she should do. She should get up off this bed, put her clothes on, and try to pretend none of this had ever happened.


  But, oh, how she wanted this. How she wanted Chase.


  He’d told her just before they’d ripped off each other’s clothes that if they started down this road, he wouldn’t be able to stop. But here he was, offering to do just that if she needed him to.


  Feeling trust begin to root a little deeper within her heart, she whispered, “What word?”


  She was surprised to see his mouth move up into a little grin. “How about bananas?”


  Amazed to find herself almost smiling back at him, she asked, “So if I need to say that word, we’ll stop.”


  He nodded. “Instantly.”


  She couldn’t believe how quickly talking that out—and knowing he’d be true to his word—made the fear recede.


  And the heat resurface.


  Suddenly, instead of embarrassment, there was only need. She had to press herself even harder against the heel of his hand, had to say his name again as a plea for even more.


  “It’s even better than I thought it would be.”


  Somehow, she managed to get her brain to click into gear, to take in what he’d said enough to ask, “What’s better?”


  “You. This.” His eyes roved over her body, to the place where his hands were covering her panties, then up over her breasts, to her face. “I’ve been picturing you like this for so long.”


  She had to smile then, despite the throbbing ache between her legs. “We’ve only known each other two days.”


  “It’s been a rough forty-eight hours.” He moved his palm away from her damp core and slipped his fingers into the side of her lace panties. “Every single second of them, I’ve wanted to be here with you. Like this.”


  The way he slid her panties from her hips was pure sensual torture.


  And then, she was completely bare before him.


  “So damn lovely.” His murmured words made it easy for her not to shut her legs as he stared at her. “So wet. For me.” His hand was back a moment later, sliding over her slick heat. “All for me.”


  His touch, his fingers on her, was more than she thought she could bear and her begging shifted gears. “I can’t.” She panted, feeling wild and out of control. “It’s too much.” But even as she said it, she knew wild horses couldn’t drag the word bananas from her.


  “Come for me, Chloe.”


  Her eyes locked onto his in the exact instant that her body obeyed his request. Her back arched, her head fell back against the pillow, her eyes closed tight, and she cried out his name. Her orgasm seemed to go on forever. She felt limp. Utterly wrung out. Not sure when she’d be able to even move again.


  Until she felt that soft brush of hair against her skin. Not on her chest this time, however.


  On the inside of her thighs.


  She tried to sit up on her elbows, but her muscles were all still too rubbery. “Chase?”


  Her only answer was the slow swipe of his tongue against her most intimate flesh. He cupped her bottom in his hands and dragged her closer to his mouth.


  No. Chloe knew things he didn’t, couldn’t know.


  She couldn’t possibly come again. Not after the orgasm he’d just given her. She would be good to go for a while now. She opened her mouth to tell him so, but before she could get even one single word out, she realized just how good he was making her feel.


  Her sex was still sensitive, but unlike most guys, Chase seemed to understand that without being told. Instead, he focused his attention on drawing perfectly light circles around the nub that was growing tighter and tighter with every passing second.


  She should have known it was coming, that he wasn’t going to stop without tasting her everywhere. But she still couldn’t comprehend just how far her budding trust was going to go tonight.


  She’d felt wild when he’d made her come with his fingers, but that wildness had nothing on what came over her when his tongue and fingers started playing her with the genius of a maestro.


  “Oh God. Oh God. Oh God.”


  The second time around she wasn’t even sure when her orgasm started, couldn’t spare a thought for how Chase could have possibly gotten her there again so quickly. Lost in a world of sensation, of pure ecstasy, the beauty wasn’t just from the way Chase was touching her, licking her.


  What she was feeling was all wrapped up in the man, himself, in every kind thing he’d said and done for her since that moment by the car. Sex wasn’t just sex anymore. Instead, it was something so much bigger, something utterly interconnected to a part of her heart that had been dead for so long she’d thought it would stay forever buried.


  It was that realization that had her coming down from the peak fast. Way too fast.


  She would have tried to hide her reaction from Chase if she could have, but he was too good at reading her.


  And she wasn’t nearly in the frame of mind to play games.


  “Talk to me,” he said.


  In an instant, he was beside her on the bed, cradling her in his arms. She could feel his erection—still trapped in his jeans, huge and throbbing against her hips—but he wasn’t in any hurry to finish what they’d started.


  Didn’t he realize that only made things worse? That he only scared her more when he acted so sweet, when he put her first? Because he made her want things, long for things she’d tried to convince herself she didn’t need anymore.


  She shook her head, made herself say, “Just take me.”


  But instead of doing what any other guy would have done, he simply raised an eyebrow at her language. And looked even more concerned.


  “I will,” he promised, “but first I want you to talk to me.”


  She swallowed. “You already know how much I want you.” She gestured to her body. “You would have known that if I hadn’t said a single word.”


  He kissed her then, once on the lips, before saying, “Tell me how you’re feeling, lovely girl.”


  The endearment had her tensed muscles turning to mush again. “Stop doing that.”


  He frowned. “What am I doing? Did I hurt you?”


  “No.” Frustration with herself—and with him for being way too awesome—made the word staccato and sharp. “You know you didn’t hurt me.”


  “Then what’s wrong?”


  “You’re too great!”


  The three words came out at almost a wail and he shifted her in his arms, as if he might understand what she was getting at if they only changed position. A moment later, she found herself flat on her back with Chase levered over her, his weight trapping her against the bed.


  “You don’t like great?” He was running one hand down her arm as he asked the question.


  “I do, but—”


  Wrapping his fingers around her wrist, he gently lifted her arm above her head and leaned in to run kisses and love bites up the sensitive skin on the undersides of her arms. “But what?”


  “It’s just that—” Her words fell away as he repeated the gentle caress and kisses with her other arm, lifting it above her head, too.


  “Right there,” he murmured, looking down at the way her ribs were arching slightly, lifting her breasts up to his chest. “So pretty.” He circled the tip of one breasts one and it begged for more, tightening beneath the sweet caress of his fingertip.


  Oh God, it was hard to form rational thought when he was doing that, but she had to at least try.


  “This is supposed to be sex.” His eyes met hers and she clarified, “Just sex.”


  She watched him go still above her and when his hand tightened on her wrist, for the first time since she’d been in his bed, she couldn’t stop herself from thinking how big, how powerful he was. If he wanted to hurt her, it wouldn’t matter if she yelled “bananas” as loud as she could.


  “I won’t do that again,” he said, and before she even realized what had happened, he let go of her wrists and had them switch places so that he was lying on his back and she was sitting up, naked and straddling him.


  “No fear, Chloe.” He brought her hands to his lips and kissed them. “I can’t stand to see that frightened look in your eyes when we’re together. I won’t hold you down again like that. I promised you I’d never hurt you and I meant it. “


  “I know.” The two whispered words floated between them as they stared at each other like that for a long moment.


  Emotion pulsed and flowed, rose without ebbing. This was what she was really afraid of, she knew.


  Not that Chase would physically overpower her.


  But that the strength of his emotions might actually slip in beneath her armor.


  At yet, at the same time that her heart was grappling with fear and love and pain and trust, her body was crying out for more.


  For Chase.


  The way she was sitting on his hips perfectly positioned her over his erection. Even the slightest movement, as small as a breath, had the zipper of his jeans rubbing against her groin. Looking down at Chase, his beautiful, bare chest laid out beneath her for the taking, pure female instinct sent her hands off to explore his muscles, to play in the light dusting of hair on his chest and below his belly button.


  “You should be a model.”


  She watched him try to grin, but it never quite replaced the need on his face.


  “I’m glad you like what you see.”


  It sounded like he was gritting out each word and she knew why. His erection had, shockingly, grown even bigger beneath her.


  “I want to see more,” she said softly.


  Sliding a little lower down his body, she was barely aware of her breasts swinging as she concentrated on undoing the zipper of his jeans. “It’s your turn,” she told him.


  He tried to distract her by cupping her breasts and tasting both at once. She moaned and nearly gave in to him, to the delicious persuasion of his lips and tongue and teeth. But, God, she wanted him naked, too, wanted to see all of him just as badly as he’d seemed to want to see her bared and spread before him.


  With increased focus, she slid his zipper down the rest of the way, and even behind the fabric of his boxers, his erection jumped toward her. She tried to take his jeans off, but her hands were suddenly shaking.


  “I’m right there with you, lovely girl,” he said in a husky voice before he took matters into his own hands and took care of his clothes.


  Chloe knew better than to stare. She wasn’t a virgin. But no naked male she’d ever seen in person—or in a photo—had looked like Chase.


  And then he was kissing her, both of their naked bodies pressed against each other and just that skin-to-skin contact, the feel of him, hot and hard, the hair on his legs scratching against her, the muscles of his stomach and chest and arms pressing into her, were the most erotic thing she’d ever experienced. Even more than her orgasms.


  The words “You feel so good” were out and between them before she could hold them back.


  “So damn good,” was his response, and this time she was the one kissing him, wanting to climb inside of him and never come out to the real world again.


  Complete. She felt complete with him. Except, as her body reminded her, for one thing.


  She needed him inside of her.


  Now.


  Her hips moved into place over his and she was so close—oh God, just one more inch and he’d be pressing against her, into her—when his hands moved to her hips and held her still. “Wait a second.”


  Misunderstanding him, thinking the whole honorable thing was popping back up at just the worst possible time, she said, “I want it, Chase. I want you inside of me. So, so bad.” Her desire was so big, so overpowering, that her mouth had actually lost its fear of speaking what she wanted aloud.


  She belatedly realized he was tearing something open. A condom wrapper. Another time she would ask him where it came from, but right now, all she cared about was getting it on him.


  And getting him in her.


  Together, they worked to slide the latex protection over his hard shaft, and then he was lifting her again, over him. The first press of the thick, broad head of his penis made her breath came out in a gasp.


  “We’ll go slow,” he told her, but she didn’t want to go slow.


  She wanted all of him. She wanted fast. She wanted hard. She wanted to be so full of Chase that there was no room for anything else, no room for fear or worry or thoughts of what the future might hold.


  She looked straight at him, let herself fall into his beautiful eyes, so intense, so full of desire and arousal...yet so gentle all at the same time.


  “I want you.” Her words rang out like a vow in the bedroom.


  “Then take me.”


  He was making it her choice. Despite how hard he was, despite the fact that he could be inside her before she even blinked, he was still making sure he didn’t take anything she wasn’t ready to give.


  She sank down onto his shaft with a moan of deep, deep pleasure. When they were groin to groin, she stilled over him to appreciate how good he was making her feel. Beneath her, she could feel how tense every muscle was, but he let her settle deeper onto him at her own pace.


  She began to lift off him—wanting to feel that delicious slide of heat and power, wanting him to make her entirely his—and her inner muscles clenched tight around him.


  “Chloe, sweetheart.”


  She put her hands on his chest and felt how fast, how hard his heart was beating beneath her palms.


  And then she was riding him until her thigh muscles were screaming out, and he was driving into her, farther, deeper than she thought he could go. Nothing had ever felt like this.


  She had never felt like she could fly before.


  Oh, how she flew, higher and higher until she was crying out Chase’s name and he was rolling them over, his heavy weight crushing her into the mattress as he moved with her, up, up, up to the peak and then over, over, over.


  Chase had done more than show her how to fly.


  He’d flown with her.


  Chapter Ten


   


  Chloe woke up the next morning just as Chase was about to leave the bedroom.


  She waited for regret to move through her at waking up in a man’s bed, expected fear to pulse through her veins at the way she’d naively trusted him.


  Her belly did feel a little tight. But apart from that, she was surprised to realize that she felt pretty good.


  Verging on great, actually.


  Pushing her hair out of her face, she sat up. Shocked by the way her muscles were protesting the sudden movement, she felt herself flush as she said, “How long have you been up?”


  He moved back across the room to her, his long, strong limbs, his innate power and beauty taking her breath away all over again as he answered with a soft kiss, followed by, “Good morning.”


  One kiss turned into another, and then another, until all she could think about was how much she needed him.


  “You have no idea how much I want to stay here with you,” he whispered into the curve of her neck right before his tongue came out to taste the skin below her earlobe.


  She shivered, wanting him to stay with her—wanting him to be inside her again—so much she thought she might burst apart with it. If circumstances had been different, maybe she would have pulled him down onto the bed with her and convinced him to let his professional responsibilities slide for an hour. But she couldn’t stand the thought of being any more trouble than she’d already been.


  So instead of pulling him closer, she laid her hands flat on his chest. “They’ll all be waiting for you.”


  His eyes were dark, full of desire, as he looked down at her. With a badly muffled curse, he straightened up. As soon as he stepped back, she threw off the covers.


  “I’ll just be a second.”


  “I’m heading over early to set up. You don’t need to rush.” He moved closer again, pulled her naked body against him. “God, you’re lovely. You make me want to call off the shoot today and just stay locked in this room.”


  She wanted the same thing, but that want was too big, like an ocean trying to swell and crash inside of her, so she joked, “We’d starve.”


  “What’s one day without food if I’ve got you?”


  She knew he wasn’t serious, and yet ... he sure looked like he was.


  Stepping out of his arms, she headed for the bathroom. “I just need five minutes and then I’ll come help you.”


  His eyes were dark with the desire that was always there...and something she needed a moment to put her finger on.


  “I really appreciate your help.”


  That was it, she realized as warmth spread through her. He appreciated her. And not just because of what had gone on between them in bed.


  They smiled at each other. She was just leaning in to turn on the shower when she heard him say, “Chloe?”


  Feeling surprisingly comfortable being naked around him, she said, “Mmm?”


  “Remember that first night I found you in the tub?”


  Another flush accompanied her smile. “I honestly don’t think I’ll ever be able to forget.”


  “Me either,” he agreed with a wicked grin that said he had no intention of ever forgetting, and then, “I can’t help but wonder what would have happened next if we’d known each other better that night.”


  “You’re not the only one,” she murmured as she turned on the hot water and stepped beneath the spray. She could feel Chase’s eyes on her through the glass door, even after it had fogged up.


  Chloe smiled, feeling pretty and so wonderfully feminine as she soaped up and washed her hair. She had already been looking forward to tonight, after the shoot was done, when she and Chase could do all those wonderful things they’d done the night before.


  But now that he’d put that image in her head of the bathtub, of what the two of them could do together in it...now her anticipation was all but running away with her.


  By the time she got out of the shower, Chase had left the room. She wrapped one towel around her hair, another around her body. As she blow dried her hair, she tried not to look too closely at the bruise on her cheek. It was fading a little bit. She’d actually forgotten about it last night when she and Chase were making love. Because he didn’t look at her like she had anything wrong with her.


  He looked at her like she really was lovely.


  Moving back into the bedroom, she saw that Chase had folded her jeans and T-shirt and placed them on a soft chair in the corner. God, she’d like to burn those clothes. But they’d been what she was wearing to paint her little apartment a more cheerful color when her ex had surprised her.


  Yesterday, she’d forced herself to put the horrible clothes back on because she’d been planning to leave after saying goodbye to Chase. But now that she wasn’t leaving until the end of the shoot, she couldn’t help but think of the rack of beautiful clothes in the living room.


  Clothes she didn’t have the money to pay for.


  Her stomach sank as she looked again at her ratty jeans. Would it really hurt if she wore another new outfit or two? She would pay Chase back as soon as she could.


  Knowing she was rationalizing things, she made herself face the real reason for wanting to wear the new clothes: It would be as good as a promise to Chase that she really wasn’t going to leave. She owed him that, at the very least.


  She poked her head into the living room to make sure no one else was there before walking over to the rack of clothes. “Just coming to find something to wear,” she explained to Chase.


  His answering smile told her he understood the message she was sending him. Chloe had never been able to say so much to a man without saying a thing. Probably because she’d never been able to find a man who really understood her.


  Not until now.


  The thought made her legs a little shaky as she headed for the rack of clothes.


  “The clothes are going to look great,” he said just before tugging at the towel around her body as she walked past, pulling it down below one breast, “but this might be even better.”


  And then his lips were on her, tugging, sucking and she was dissolving into one big puddle of need. “You’re going to be late,” she reminded him breathlessly.


  “Don’t care.” His words were muffled against her other breast, which he’d uncovered with another tug at the towel. A moment later, it was on the floor and he was lifting her up onto his lap, her legs going around his waist.


  Someone could come in, Marcus could stop by any second, one of the models or Jeremy might need a word with Chase before the shoot began. But instead of voicing all—or any—of those concerns, Chloe worked to unbutton and unzip his jeans.


  He pulled a condom from a pocket and then—oh yes!—a moment later he was lifting her hips up and then down over him and he was driving into her. Their mouths devoured each other and his hands were busy, one cupping and squeezing the curve of her ass as she rode him in the seat, the other on her breast, teasing her sensitive flesh between his thumb and forefinger, a beautifully sensual pressure that shot straight through her to her core.


  She was coming that fast, her inner muscles squeezing and clenching around his shaft until he stiffened, pulled her closer and groaned her name into their kiss.


  Her heart raced as she tucked her head against the crook of his neck. He tasted clean and sexy, like a man who’d just given a woman incredible pleasure at the breakfast bar.


  “Just like I said,” he murmured against her hair, “I’ll take you over breakfast any day.”


  She couldn’t believe she was sitting there, naked on his lap, her legs still wrapped around him, with a smile on her face.


  But she was.


  “Last night...now...it’s been amazing. Just amazing.”


  She felt his arms tighten on her for a moment, wondered if it had been the wrong thing to say, to tell him what she was feeling when she was in his arms.


  But then, he was giving her bottom a light smack and saying, “Go find some clothes before I take you back to the bedroom and make us really late,” and the easiest thing was just to tell herself that everything was okay.


  Their fling was going great. And it was still just a fling.


  Definitely just a fling.


   


  * * *


   


  Ten minutes later, they were headed out to the vineyards. Wisps of early morning fog lingered beneath a rising sun that promised warmth. And yet, despite the beauty all around them, despite the fact that the shoot was going well, despite the fact that Chloe had willingly trusted her body with him again and again, something grated inside of Chase.


  No question about it. Chloe was right. Their night together had been beyond amazing.


  But the whole honor thing was still bothering him, a feeling that he should have had more control, that he should have waited until she was even more ready for everything he wanted to give her...when more than just her body wanted to be with him.


  Because he wanted more from her than just a few nights. He wanted a hell of a lot more than just a fling.


  They were standing near Marcus’s huge infinity pool, which looked out over the rolling hills, when his brother walked over to say, “Good morning.”


  Chloe turned to his brother with a wide smile. “Hi, Marcus.” She gestured over the pool. “You really have a lovely home.”


  Chase watched Chloe flush as the adjective she’d used registered.


  Lovely. His special word for her.


  “It’s just stunning,” she amended a moment later, as if she had recognized the same thing, that the word was now off limits for anything but what he saw when he looked at her.


  They all took a moment to appreciate the killer view. Marcus turned to Chase. “Sorry I wasn’t able to check in with you yesterday. Something came up in the city that I needed to go deal with.”


  “Anything you need my help with, just let me know.” Chase made sure to keep his offer light, easy. But he wanted to make sure Marcus knew he was there to be a sounding board for whatever was going on with Jill. Just because Chase didn’t really like her, didn’t mean he couldn’t help, right?


  Jeremy rounded the corner, saying, “Who’s got coffee?” in a voice that sounded like death. When he saw Marcus standing there, he stumbled and would have fallen into the pool if Chloe hadn’t caught his arm in the nick of time.


  “M-Marcus.”


  “Feel free to have at my coffee maker.”


  Their mother had raised them to accept everyone–gay, straight, whatever–and Marcus had always dealt well with Jeremy’s adoration, careful not to feed into it, or give any false hope, without being mean about it.


  Still, when Jeremy opened and closed his mouth without saying anything, Chase was glad when Chloe wrapped her hand more firmly around his arm, and said, “I’ll go with you and you can tell me what we’re working with today. I can’t wait to get my hands on more beautiful clothes.”


  When they’d disappeared inside the house, Marcus said, “Is Chloe working for you now?” Chase quickly explained about Alice. “Sounds like Chloe is saving the day left and right for you,” Marcus noted. “Maybe you should add her to your permanent team.”


  “I want her to be more than a part of my team.”


  Marcus didn’t say anything for a long moment. “Have you told her this?”


  “No.” He already knew what she’d say if he did. “I need to find out what happened to her the night I picked her up.”


  But even then, even if she eventually trusted him with her past, with her troubles, he wasn’t convinced she’d choose to stay with him…or that she’d choose to love him.


   


  * * *


   


  Chloe did even better her second day, as if she’d been born to the job. Even when he did a host of water shots, needing each of the models to get into the water, she wasn’t afraid to get right in there with them. After falling in, she emerged with a giggle, then repeatedly held her breath and went under the water to make adjustments with needle and thread and clips and pins.


  He was switching to a different camera when he was stopped by the sweet sound of her laughter. Unable to keep from staring, he saw her there in the pool, surrounded by sun and blue sky and a group of people who had all come to quickly adore—and respect—her.


   


  * * *


   


  Dinner with the models and crew that night was full of laughter, especially when Jeremy urged Chase to share his stories of life on the road.


  As flan was brought out for everyone, Chloe was wiping away moisture from her eyes from laughing at one of his better tales. “Please, be serious. No matter what anyone says, I refuse to believe you actually walked into the cage at the zoo with the lions.”


  “I most certainly did,” he said in a mock-offended voice. “They were eating out of my hands.”


  “More like preparing to eat your hands,” she shot back.


  He shrugged, spooning up some dessert to feed to her. He couldn’t have been more pleased when she ate it off his spoon without even the slightest hesitation. “See,” he said for her ears only, “eating right out of my hands.”


  She rolled her eyes, but the flush that began to creep across her cheeks told him she was only just realizing how close the two of them had been tonight. He’d repeatedly touched her hands, brushed stray locks of hair away from her lovely, expressive face, and just plain stared at her like a lovesick teenager all night long.


  “Did your mother know you did this?”


  He grimaced. “Not exactly.”


  Everyone else was talking about other things by now, but Chloe didn’t drop the lion photos. “Please tell me you were younger. And way stupider.”


  He put on his most solemn face. “I was.” He waited a beat. “It’s been a good year since that assignment.” He could see her trying not to smile. And failing. “Would you have been worried about me, lovely Chloe?”


  Her mouth parted slightly at the word and he realized his mistake when he went from half-mast to rock-hard in a millisecond. He’d needed to join his crew and models tonight. But every second he was here with the group was one less he was alone with Chloe.


  “Would it have mattered?”


  He held her gaze, suddenly serious. “Yes, it would have mattered. If I had known you back then, I never would have risked everything for the perfect photo.”


  “No?”


  He slid his hand over hers beneath the table. “No.”


  But he’d risk everything for her.


  Chapter Eleven


   


  The moment they stepped inside the guest house, Chase kissed Chloe the way he’d been dying to kiss her all day. He kissed his way from her sweet mouth to the pulse point in her neck and felt her heart race beneath his lips, his tongue.


  “You have such lovely, soft skin.” He slid the straps of her silky top from her shoulders. “Such lovely, responsive breasts.” He pressed kisses over the swells that rose up out the top of her bra. “And you make such lovely little sounds when I’m kissing you.”


  When he looked back into her eyes, they were dark with desire. Along with the growing emotion she simply wasn’t able to hide from him.


  He’d wanted to take his time with her tonight, wanted to love her slow and easy, take all night if he had to. Instead, he was saying, “I can’t wait another second,” just as she said, “Hurry.” She slipped her panties off as he yanked off his pants and boxers.


  “Please tell me you have a condom,” she said and, thank God, he did have one that he’d stashed in his pocket that morning just in case an opportunity arose to sneak away from the shoot and make love to her.


  A moment later he was sheathed and lifting her up so that her dress bunched up around her waist. She had her arms wrapped around his neck, her legs around his hips as he drove into her.


  She gasped out his name and he found her mouth and kissed her. But it was more than a kiss. And what they were doing together was so much more than a quickie against the front door.


   


  * * *


   


  Her tongue laved the spot on his shoulder where she’d bitten down into a tendon as she’d come apart in his arms. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.” She looked stunned by what she’d done to his skin. “I’ve never done anything like that before.”


  Beyond glad that she was starting to really let herself go with him, he said, “You’re the one who’s going to have bruises from the door if I don’t get you into the bath right away.”


  Her legs still wrapped around his hips, he carried her through the house to the bedroom. Continuing to the bathroom, he kept her right there on his lap as he turned on the taps and tested the water. “Perfect.”


  After pulling her dress off and removing her bra, he lowered her into the tub. She seemed reluctant to let go of him.


  “Aren’t you coming in, too?”


  He didn’t say anything at first, just let himself drink her in. He loved the way she’d held onto him. Being with her like this was so natural, so right. Chase knew he could never be with a woman who spent her life worrying about what she ate, about whether or not she had cellulite or a little extra flesh on her stomach. He spent all day with women—and men—who were obsessed with what was on the outside.


  Chloe’s natural self-confidence, which he was watching return by leaps and bounds with every hour that passed, along with her very real beauty, was the perfect antidote to all of that self-conscious preening. He loved the fact that her nails weren’t painted, that she wasn’t waxed bald between her thighs, that she hadn’t dyed her hair or whitened her teeth. She looked like a woman should.


  “You’re staring at me.”


  “Yes, I am. And you’re so lovely I’m going to be staring a whole lot more.”


  She blushed. “Come join me in the tub.”


  But even though he was desperate to get in the water with her, all day he’d been thinking about the conversation they’d had that morning.


  “Remember that first night I found you in the tub?”


  “I honestly don’t think I’ll ever be able to forget.”


  “You’re in the bathtub again.” He paused. “And we know each other better now.”


  “We certainly do,” she said softly.


  The question hung silently between them: What would have happened that night if she’d trusted him? And was there any chance that she trusted him enough now for what he was asking her to do?


  There was only one way to find out.


  “I’ve wondered a thousand times how that night could have played out differently,” he told her in a low voice.


  And then he saw it—renewed excitement and arousal moving across her beautiful face. Looking down at the water, she licked her lips and took a deep breath. When she looked back up at him, she was transformed: A sensuous creature from head to toe.


  “Why don’t we find out?” She didn’t give him any time to catch his breath before she said, “I think I’m going to soap up now.” Her voice was husky, and almost enough to have him forgetting about the whole thing and just diving in there to pull her down over him again.


  Instead, he made himself take one step back, and then another, until he was backed up against the sink. He yanked off his T-shirt and stood there naked, his erection throbbing hard against his stomach as he watched her reach for the soap.


  That first night when he’d walked in on her in the tub, he should have left the room immediately. But wild horses couldn’t have dragged him away. Hell, the entire house could have been falling down around them and he still would have stood there, unable to do anything but stare at Chloe in awe.


  Tonight, he was standing again in the bathroom, watching her slowly, sensuously, begin to run a bar of soap down her outstretched legs. She had such smooth skin, such pretty thigh and calf muscles, such lovely toes.


  Slowly, she lowered her leg back into the water, then lifted the other.


  His erection was a living thing against his lower stomach, a heartbeat away from dragging the rest of him across the room and into the tub to get at her. Knowing he had to hold onto something to keep from reaching for her, he grabbed a towel off the rack beside him and gripped it tight enough to tear it in two.


   


  * * *


   


  Chloe didn’t need to look at Chase to feel the heady strength of his desire from across the room. She loved how powerful she felt, teasing him this way. And she loved the fact that he wanted it just as much as she did.


  God, she thought with a barely repressed moan, it was going to be good when he finally joined her in the tub.


  It was so tempting just to give in to that need, to throw the soap down and reach out for the gorgeous man standing on the other side of the bathroom watching her with utter lust.


  But the anticipation of that moment would only make it sweeter when it finally came.


  Still, she had to work really, really hard to keep her voice steady as she continued to play their sexy game. “Just give me a sec, okay? And then you can hand me that towel.” She couldn’t repress a small smile as she looked at him and said, “You don’t mind waiting, do you?”


  “No.”


  Not bothering to hide her grin at how strangled the one short word had sounded, she dipped the lavender scented bar of soap back into the water. Once wet, she began the slow process of running it over her collarbones, and then lower, and lower still.


  The tips of her breasts had already beaded tightly beneath the heat of his gaze, but as she came closer and closer to them with the suds, she couldn’t believe how much more sensitive her skin felt. Almost as if one touch from her soapy fingers—combined with the devastating desire in Chase’s eyes—would be enough to have her crying out his name.


  The soap slipped from her fingers and water splashed up onto her face.


  Chase’s voice came from across the room, low and borderline desperate. “I think the bar of soap slipped between your legs.”


  She had no idea what came over her then, how on earth a wanton seductress could have taken her over so quickly. If ever there was a time and place for reticence—for fear—to lift their ugly heads, it was here. It was now. And the truth was, a large part of her was shocked by how her hidden desires were bubbling up one after the other with Chase...and that she was actually letting them out.


  The smart, rational thing would be to end the game right away, before it went any further. She should be doing everything she could to keep the truth of who she really was from Chase, should be making sure that he could never come back one day in the future and hurt her with it.


  But when she looked up at him, she simply couldn’t find a way to reconcile all of those fears with the beautiful man clutching the towel for dear life. And, ultimately, her body didn’t really care about her latent fears at present. Not when such beautiful satisfaction awaited her in his arms.


  Which was why she found herself saying, “Maybe I would have better luck looking for it on my hands and knees.”


  Chase blew out a pained breath. “I’m not sure I’m going to survive this.”


  Moving slowly, carefully, in the slick and soapy tub, she sat up until she was kneeling. Water streamed off her breasts. Reaching into the water for the soap, she said, “Ah, there it is, slippery little sucker.”


  A moment later she was going fully onto her hands and knees, lifting enough out of the water that she could feel cool air rushing between her thighs, over her belly, before picking the soap up and moving back into a kneeling position.


  She could hear Chase’s heavy breathing as she pushed her wet hair off of her chest and shoulders with her free hand, then ran the bar of soap over her collarbones, over her arms, across her stomach, and then, finally, her breasts.


  She ran the soap over one breast and as it stiffened into an ever tighter point, he groaned. The truth was, Chloe could barely stifle her own whimper of need as she asked, “Everything okay, Hotstuff?”


  She had no idea how she managed to ask the question in such a steady voice.


  He choked out a strangled laugh at his nickname. “Everything is perfect.” His voice wasn’t quite as steady as hers. He nodded at her naked body in the tub. “You’re going to be really clean.”


  Yes, she would. Because she wasn’t done yet. Not by a long shot.


  Cupping her hands in the water, she lifted them and poured water down her chest. Suds washed down over her breasts and rib cage and stomach.


  When she’d washed the soap off of her chest, she picked up the bar of soap and looked straight at Chase. A muscle was jumping in his jaw and his hands were tightly fisted on the sides of the towel. She couldn’t see his hard-on behind the towel, but she didn’t need to.


  “Just one more place I need to get nice and clean.” She didn’t take her eyes from her hot voyeur as she lifted up so that her bottom and the upper half of her thighs were out of the water. She moved her knees apart several inches in the bottom of the tub, then took the soap and placed it just below her belly button.


  Chloe felt like she was all nerve endings. The soap slipped away from her again, but this time she wasn’t about to retrieve it from the bottom of the tub. She desperately needed to touch herself and her breath left her lungs in a rush as her fingertips brushed over her sex.


  “Don’t stop.” Chase’s breath was coming out just as fast as hers. “Please don’t stop.”


  And as she let her fingers continued stroking, sliding through her wetness until she could feel the tremors building from way down deep, suddenly he was there with her, his large body wrapped around her, his warmth taking away any chill that remained. In one hard stroke he pushed inside her to the hilt and she pushed back into him just as hard, wanting him even deeper, even closer.


  The water splashed all around the room as he held her steady with one arm around her waist while driving into her again and then again as she begged him for more, more, more until the orgasm she’d been teasing him with joined with Chase’s impending release, swelling big enough to break through her entire soul like a tidal wave.


   


  * * *


   


  Chloe smiled at him as he dried her off and Chase loved the way she leaned into his touch, rather than away from it as she once had. Picking her up, he moved to the chair in the corner and pulled her onto his lap. She curled into him like a contented kitten.


  “Thank you for trusting me.”


  Her head shot up from where she’d had it against his chest. Wariness crept back into her expression as she said, “I like you. A lot. But—”


  He should just keep his damned mouth shut. He should enjoy what they were doing and give her more time. But damn it, he was ready now. And he wanted Chloe to be ready, too.


  “I know you won’t trust me completely yet. Even if I don’t like it, I understand. At least, I think I do.” He waited for her to say something about what had happened to her. He worked to push down the disappointment, but he knew he’d blown it when the words, “I don’t want no-strings-attached,” shot out of his mouth.


  She immediately stiffened on his lap and tried to pull away. Just as he’d known she would. “But that’s our agreement.”


  “No. I never agreed.”


  “You did!”


  “You wanted no-strings-attached and I was hoping I could convince you otherwise. Just like I’m hoping you’ll allow yourself to trust me completely one day.”


  “I’m not looking for a relationship. You know that.”


  “Yes, but I don’t know why. Tell me what happened.”


  “I didn’t run from one guy to end up diving straight into a relationship with another one,” she began, and he could hear the reticence in the tone of her voice, could see how much she wanted to end their conversation in the lines that appeared at the sides of her mouth.


  Her hand lifted to cover her cheek again and it nearly killed him not to put his hand over hers and pull it back down.


  Which was why he’d never admired her more than he did when she dropped her hand and said, “But you’re right. It’s not fair for me to be so vague. Not to tell you why.” She sighed and her eyes grew even darker. “In a nutshell, I was married and it wasn’t great.”


  “Even from the beginning?”


  She shook her head. “No. At first it seemed great. Well, okay, at least.” She scrunched up her nose. “Honestly, I’ve asked myself that question a hundred times. Why did I fall in love with Dean in the first place?” She took a deep breath, one that shook through her all the way to his lap. “You know what I think I’ve figured out?” she asked in a very soft voice.


  More glad than he could ever express that she was finally talking to him like this, he gently replied, “What’s that?”


  “When we were looking at your family picture, every time you talk about them...” Her words fell away momentarily before she continued, “I wanted that. So badly. I wanted to be part of a family that was warm and fun and loved me.”


  “You were an only child?”


  She nodded. “But it wasn’t just that. My parents have never really been that open with their feelings. I know they love me, but I can’t remember ever hearing it. I don’t remember many hugs.”


  Chase’s heart broke for the little girl inside of Chloe that longed for those hugs. He wanted to make up for each and every one of those hugs she hadn’t gotten, starting now.


  “When I met Dean I was young and stupid and desperately looking for that warmth.” Her eyes lifted to meet his. “Turns out I had awful instincts, at least I did when I wanted something so badly to be true that wasn’t.” She shrugged as if she was trying to make it all less of a big deal. “He was nice at first. And I was so happy to finally feel like I had somebody. That I was part of a team. But, we weren’t really a team. After a few years, Dean started to control me, what I did, who I saw. He liked keeping me as a pretty possession. Like his fancy house and his shiny car. I was just one more pretty thing to bring out from the locked cabinet to show off to people.”


  Chase wanted to say a thousand different things to Chloe about how stupid her ex had been. He wanted to tell her it wasn’t her fault for believing he was a better, kinder man than he actually was. He wanted to rage at the unfairness that her ex had turned on her.


  But he didn’t want to do or say anything that would make her stop talking to him. So he forced himself to swallow it all and simply ask. “When did you decide to leave?”


  “One day I was sitting at the country club with a bunch of his friends’ wives that I really didn’t have anything in common with, and I realized I’d been entirely swallowed up by him. I tried to talk to him about it, but he wasn’t interested in listening.” She swallowed hard. “That was the first time he scared me.”


  Chase worked to keep his muscles from tensing with rage beneath her. “What did he do?”


  “Nothing physical. But he’d started drinking more and more and it was like he wasn’t listening to anything I’d said. When I woke up the next morning, all of my quilting stuff was gone. My fabric. My machines. Everything.”


  This time Chase couldn’t stop himself from saying, “What an asshole.”


  Her mouth was tight as she said, “A few weeks later, after I finally accepted what the rest of my empty life was going to look like with a man who didn’t actually love me, I filed for divorce and I moved to Lake County.”


  “Somehow you must have known it wasn’t safe for you to stay in the city.”


  She shook her head, saying, “No,” then paused, frowning. “Maybe. Maybe that’s why I felt like I had to leave.” Her frown deepened. “I love San Francisco,” she told him, “but I felt like I needed to start fresh. I didn’t want his money, I just wanted my freedom back. Freedom to work on my quilts. Freedom to choose my own friends. Even the freedom to wear ratty jeans or shoes that don’t have a designer name on them. My apartment never really felt like home, though, even though I wanted it to. Even though I needed it to.” She blew out a breath. “But that was okay. I told myself I could eventually make it home, because I thought filing for divorce, leaving him, and moving away had worked. I didn’t hear from him for months, so I thought he’d accepted the divorce.” She moved her hand up to her cheek and touched the fading bruise. “Evidently, he hadn’t.”


  “What happened the night I found you?” Chase could hardly get the words out between clenched teeth.


  Her eyes darkened. “I was getting ready to paint my living room when I heard someone at the door.” He could feel the shock of that memory radiating from her tight muscles. “Dean was standing there and I was so surprised to see him I let him in without thinking, without even once second guessing that I wasn’t safe with him. But then I realized he was drunk. I don’t know how I could have forgotten how much he was drinking toward the end, but I had. I don’t know, maybe I made myself forget things I didn’t like remembering.”


  “That’s natural, sweetheart.”


  But it was like she couldn’t hear him, couldn’t do anything but relive what had happened with her ex-husband.


  “He said, ‘You’re not getting away from me. You’re mine.’ I couldn’t believe he had the nerve to come to my new town, to stand in the middle of my apartment and tell me that. I didn’t think not to be angry, not to say that I wasn’t his. I told him to go away, that we’d talk later when he wasn’t drunk.”


  Chase knew what came next. “Nothing worse for a drunk than hearing that he’s a drunk.”


  She nodded. “He told me to shut up and said that he’d made the mistake of letting me get away with too much when we were married and that this time he wouldn’t.”


  Chase echoed the words, “This time?”


  She closed her eyes. “His exact words were, ‘You’re coming home with me right now. And this time you’ll do what I tell you to do.’”


  Chase barely bit back a string of curses as she continued, saying, “He’d never been like that before, never just outright scared me. But I didn’t want to back down, didn’t want him to think he could control me anymore. So I told him I was already home. I told him I wasn’t going anywhere with him and that I wanted him to leave. Now.” Her words hollowed out even more than they already were. “He lost it and grabbed my hair and when I pulled away, he punched me.”


  She lifted her hand to her cheek, but he was already there with his, cradling her soft skin, wishing like hell that she’d never had to be hurt. Knowing he never wanted her to be hurt again.


  “I was stunned for a minute. I honestly couldn’t believe what he’d just done. I kept waiting for him to start apologizing, to admit that he was completely out of control. But the look on his face, it wasn’t sorry. It was like he was finally victorious, looking at me there with his mark on my face. I was so freaked out that he was going to do it again or something worse, that I didn’t think, I just grabbed the nearest paint can and swung it at him. And then while he was down, I grabbed my bag and ran.”


  She was shaking from recounting the story to him and he hated that he’d asked her to go there, that he’d made her relive it all.


  “Chloe, sweetheart, you’re all right now.”


  She closed her eyes tight. “Do you know what I was doing the whole time I was driving away in the rain? I kept wondering, why was I so stupid? That’s probably why I crashed into the ditch. Because I couldn’t pay attention to anything but that voice in my head that said I should have seen it coming.”


  “Looking for the good in people is never stupid.”


  She opened her eyes. “But being blind and naïve is.” She gave him a small smile that never reached her eyes, before moving her hand from her face to his. “I know you must have guessed some of this as soon as you saw the bruise on my cheek. But thank you for not pressuring me to call the police. I will. I know I have to. For once in my life, I’ve got to fight for myself. For my own life. And know deep inside myself that I can win that fight.”


  From the moment Chase had met Chloe, every last one of his protective urges had come to the fore. Again and again, he’d wanted to jump in and take care of everything for her.


  Never more than right this second. He wanted to get in his car and track down the bastard and make sure he never came near her again, make absolutely sure he never had another chance to lay a hand on her.


  Only, damn it, he knew that if he did that, if he wrapped Chloe up tight and made sure everything was soft and easy for her from here on out, wasn’t that nearly as bad as the way her ex-husband had stolen her freedom from her?


  How was he going to find a way to love her without smothering her need to be free?


  “You’ll win.” He knew it with every fiber of his being.


  Her fingertips moved across his lips. “So much faith in me,” she said softly. “I’m so glad you were the one who found me in the storm.”


  But they both knew that didn’t really change anything. Because he couldn’t just tell her, “Hey, you know what? I think you’re ready for a new relationship.” Not when she’d just made it abundantly clear to him that she wasn’t.


  As if she were reading his mind, she said, “So if I can’t be your girlfriend, is that it?” Her words were soft, but clear. And steady, even as she added, “Does that mean this is over?”


  Chase had never been so torn between what he wanted...and what he knew he should do. But she’d just been completely honest with him, despite all the reasons she could have come up with not to trust him.


  He owed her the same.


  “I should say yes,” he finally gritted out against her fingertips. “If I had one single ounce of decency, I would say, yes, it’s over.” He took her hand in his. “But obviously I’m just as much of a scumbag as any other guy, because the thought of not touching you again, of not kissing you again, of not making love with you again...” His gut clenched tight, as if an invisible fist had gripped it. “I can’t even imagine it.”


  He held her gaze, knowing his was as dark, as heated, as hers. Chase knew he shouldn’t keep pressuring her to give him things she wasn’t anywhere near ready to give, even as he said, “If the choice is to take what you’re offering or to walk away, I choose this. I choose you. I choose whatever you’re willing to share with me. Even though I’m never going to stop wanting more from you than just awesome sex. Even though I’m always going to want to change your mind.”


  “Chase, I—”


  He put a finger over her lips. “I know you’re not ready and I know I shouldn’t push you, but damn it, I can’t help the way I feel. I can’t stop myself from loving you.”


  Chloe's eyes got big at the word love and a moment later when she scrambled off his lap with sudden, fierce strength, it took everything Chase had to let her go.


  Chapter Twelve


   


  Chloe knew she had been honest. Painfully so.


  So had Chase.


  She’d even offered to walk away from him. She’d tried to be honorable, just as he’d been with her.


  But Chase was clearly a realist. Just as she was. And they both knew that their physical connection was undeniable. Unstoppable.


  “I know you don’t want to hear that I'm falling in love with you,” he said softly. “But that doesn’t make it any less true.”


  Oh god, she shouldn't want to hear that he was falling for her, not when it scared her to death to know how deep his feelings ran. And yet, she couldn't deny the warmth that spread through her at knowing what she'd come to mean to him.


  He was standing now, facing her. Waiting.


  There were a million excuses she could have made, a dozen lies she could have tried to tell.


  But she couldn't.


  “I’m sick of lying to myself. I can’t do it. Not with you.” The admission came out before she could pull it back and she willed herself to be brave.


  Fortunately, it was easier to be brave with Chase than with anyone else. Because she knew that he loved her.


  “The truth is that I won’t be able to control myself around you, either. The truth is that even though I can’t give you what you want, even though I should be the one to let you go find someone who’s capable of loving you the way you deserve to be loved, I don’t want to walk away from you. From this. I can’t give you what you want. All I’m capable of giving right now is sex. Just sex.”


  Oh God, what was wrong with her? Why was she letting herself get in any deeper than she could handle?


  “Then that’s what we’ll do.” He held out a hand to her. “Have lots and lots of great sex.” He paused, his expression serious. “But not until you feel better. Not until you’re not shaking anymore from having to relive that night.” He lifted her hand to his lips. “I’m sorry I made you go back there, sweetheart. I’m so sorry.”


  “You needed to know,” she told him. And, surprisingly, she felt a little lighter for having shared her story with someone who cared for her. Deeply, truly cared.


  She walked all the way into his arms. “I feel much better,” she told him.


  “There’s no rush,” he said, even though both of them knew that there was, as their days together ticked down. And she didn’t want to waste another second thinking about what Dean had done. Damn it, hadn’t she vowed that he wouldn’t steal this from her, too?


  “I really do think I’m ninety-nine percent of the way there,” she said. “Think you’re up to helping me get that last percent back?”


  Chase stared at her for a long moment before his mouth moved into a sinfully sexy smile. And then his lips were sliding across hers so softly she almost couldn’t feel his kiss.


  But her body reacted instantly.


  A few seconds later, he kissed her again. Just as softly. She tried to kiss him back, but he pulled away before she could. Another kiss, too gentle and quick for her to do more than just wait for it.


  No, damn it! If they were going to do this just sex thing, she couldn’t let him give her these soft, senselessly enticing kisses. From here on out she needed to make sure things stayed physical, not emotional.


  Having sex, not making love.


  Hot kisses, rather than sweet.


  Amazingly, she knew exactly where to start. “Let’s—”


  He pressed another one of those soft kisses against her lips.


  “—go—”


  Another kiss.


  “—outside.”


  That finally stopped his mind-bending onslaught and it occurred to her that he’d been trying to kiss her into submission. A gentle capitulation.


  And, oh, if he did that long enough, gave her enough of those sweet kisses that stole her breath and made her heart pound with wanting...well, she could see that he just might end up drawing a promise out of her that she wasn’t ready to give.


  A promise in return for pleasure.


  Chase had told her he wasn’t going to give up. But she was just as firm in her position. So if he was going to try to make tonight about emotion, she was going to make sure they erred on the side of the physical.


  Her resolve firmed just as he came at her with another one of those sinfully sweet kisses aimed straight at her heart. Pulling away before it could land, she led him to the French doors and out to the balcony off the bedroom. She didn’t need to hear his questions to know he was wondering what the heck she was up to.


  Well, he’d just have to wait and see.


  At the last second, she realized they were going to need one more thing before leaving the room. “Where are your condoms?”


  Out of her peripheral vision, she could see his erection grow bigger, taller. “In my bag.”


  “Get one.” She smiled at him, a smile that felt wicked and different. But not bad. Liberated. “At least one.”


  His eyes narrowed, a muscle jumping in his jaw, at her command.


  Another wicked smile, along with the brush of her hand across the stubble beginning to cover his jaw. “You don’t like me telling you what to do?”


  “On the contrary,” he responded, his words raw and rough, “I like it a great deal.”


  Darn it, she was trying to keep a handle on things here. He shouldn’t be able to turn everything on its ear with just a few words.


  The night air still held some of the warmth of the day, but it was cold enough that she could feel it slide across her overheated skin. It felt good, like a splash of sense. Just enough sense to keep her purpose in place, but not enough to have her put a halt to being with Chase altogether.


  When they were all the way outside, she turned back to Chase, plucking the condoms from his fingertips—he was clearly a hopeful man given the stack he’d brought out—and placing them on the rail within easy reach.


  She let herself look at him for a long moment, the way he stood before her in the moonlight, utterly confident in his nudity. Of course he was. Any man—any person—this beautiful should be confident.


  Her intention to keep things only physical slipping ever so slightly, she found herself saying, “You could have anyone. Why me?”


  His thumb rubbing sensuous little circles against the inside of her palm, he replied, “I knew the instant I saw you.”


  “What—” She should stop this, move back to playtime. But her mouth was a traitor with another question. “What could you have possibly known?”


  “Nothing,” he replied with perfect honesty. Honesty that immediately cut through any protests she might have made. “And everything.”


  She didn’t understand.


  Or, rather, she didn’t want to understand.


  She needed to keep things simple. Black and white. That’s what their connection was. That was all it could possibly be until she had her life figured out and back on track.


  “We’re good in bed together,” she told him, and then, to make sure they stayed on the purely physical track, “That night at your brother’s house, out on his porch, what did you want to do to me?”


  His eyes burned into hers, a whole new level of intense. “You know exactly what I wanted to do to you.”


  “Show me, Chase.”


  A second later, he had her backed into the porch rail, one hand in her hair, the other on her hip. They’d been like this enough for her to recognize the way he liked to hold her.


  She liked it, too. So much. There was sizzling pleasure in his arms. But comfort found her there, too. A sense of safety that he would always hold her just right. Not too tight. Not too loosely, either.


  Fortunately, his mouth descended on hers just then, sending her thoughts into flight.


  She hadn’t thought he could kiss her better than he already had. Oh, how wrong she was.


  This kiss was hotter, went so much deeper, was so much more dangerous than any that had come before.


  She couldn’t breathe, didn’t even care that she was quickly losing her hold on reality as her sole focus centered on his mouth, to the way his tongue found her most sensitive spots, to the way his teeth knew just where to bite, just how hard to tease her. And then, oh God, he was doing just what he’d done before, running kisses across her cheek, then down to her neck, to the hollow of her collarbones.


  The anticipation of what he was going to do had her trembling even before his tongue slid against her skin.


  She held her breath, only to have it come gasping out as he made contact.


  “Lovely, Chloe.” His seductive praise was a whisper just below her earlobe and she shivered with unrepressed delight as his teeth found her there and lightly pressed into the sensitive flesh.


  “You didn’t bite me there.”


  “I wanted to,” he finished.


  A whimper escaped her as she realized that she was a fool to think she could lead Chase anywhere. His gentleness did not preclude his power over her emotions.


  He laved the small bite before moving his attention back to her shoulders. She never would have thought that she’d be sensitive, reactive, on that part of her body.


  How incredibly wrong she was.


  Chase lifted his head. “Too many clothes.”


  She was on the verge of opening her mouth to remind him that she was naked when it hit her: He was pretending. Pretending they were rewinding back two nights. Giving her the fantasy, per her request.


  His fingertips moved to her shoulders where the silky straps of her dress had been. Slowly, deliberately, he slid those phantom straps aside. “Lift your arms for me.”


  There was no reason for her to raise her arms. She didn’t have any clothes on, no dress to get off. Her breasts were already there, bared—and aroused—before Chase.


  It would have been enough for her if he’d laid her down and taken her on the wooden slats of the deck, right then and there. But, oh, wasn’t it so much sweeter to play this game?


  To pretend.


  And to lose herself in heady anticipation.


  Moving her hands and arms as if she were trying to slip free from the straps of a dress, she lifted them up and shimmied, just as she had two nights ago.


  She went to lower her hands when Chase said, “Just like that.”


  She waited for panic to take over, for the urge to lower her hands. He’d promised not to hold them in place again, and he was keeping to that promise. But wasn’t asking her to do it almost the same? And shouldn’t she be feeling something other than the heady warmth that was moving through her, head to toe?


  “Lovely.”


  He ran the fingertips of his free hand over the swell of her breasts and she arched into his touch. One broad fingertip began slow circles over her skin. Slowly, way too slowly, he came closer to the tightly puckered skin that was so desperate for his touch.


  “Chase,” she moaned when he was right there and instead of giving her what she needed, he turned his attention to her other breast.


  “Mmm?”


  He didn’t look up from the torturous circles he was making on her flesh. Her arms trembled from the way she was holding them, but she didn’t lower them.


  “Please,” she begged, “I need—” She bit her lip on another moan as he came almost to the tip, then backed away and ran his finger down in the hollow between her breasts.


  He paused his hand there, right in the center of her chest, where her heart was beating so hard for him, then leaned forward before she could get her brain to kick into gear, and kissed her softly.


  Thoroughly.


  Possessively.


  The hairs on his chest teased her breasts, driving her even crazier than she already was.


  And then, before she could shift or blink or beg, he lowered his head and took one into his mouth. She needed to lower her arms so that she could steady herself by holding on to him, so that she could grip the back of his head and hold him there—oh yes, right there!—while he gave her the pleasure she’d been craving.


  Everything narrowed down onto the lash of his tongue upon her, the coiling heat inside her belly, his warm breath against her chest. Chloe lost all track of time as he laved her breasts, as he loved every inch of her torso—the peaks, the curves, the hollows, the shadowy undersides, the spaces between her ribs. And then he was moving lower still, dropping to his knees, holding her waist with his large, strong hands, holding her there for him to devour.


  His tongue and lips and teeth held no mercy as he destroyed her soul, knocking down her defenses one inch of skin at a time.


  And then he was nudging her legs open wider, before covering her with his mouth, and she was holding onto him for dear life, knowing she’d never live through this pleasure, that it was too big, too all-encompassing, far too sweet to be real.


  To be hers.


  She thought she heard the words, “You taste like heaven,” and then his tongue was going deeper, replacing his fingers inside of her, sending her rocketing off into another impossible orgasm.


  Her legs began to crumple but he was already there, holding her steady.


  Not letting her fall.


  Later she would let herself marvel at the fact that she’d been standing stark naked at a public winery with a man’s face between her legs, crying out so loud that anyone on the property could surely hear. And had to know exactly what was going on.


  But now, tonight, how could she possibly care about any of that? Not when all that mattered was pleasure.


  No. That wasn’t what mattered. Not really.


  It was Chase.


  He was what mattered.


  The thought nailed her straight in the center of her heart just as he shifted, standing up. His hands were still on her hips when he kissed her. She tasted herself on his lips, but more than that, she tasted him. Tasted his hunger. Tasted his need.


  Tasted just how much he cared about her.


  Loved her.


  She wanted to pull away from that truth, from him, from her past, from her own fear, but even if he hadn’t chosen that moment to say, “Turn around for me, lovely girl,” even if his hands hadn’t been helping her do just that, she wouldn’t have had a chance in hell of leaving him just then.


  He had her, body and soul.


  And not just because of the orgasms.


  Moments later, she was facing the moonlit vineyard and he was placing her hands on the rails. “Hold on,” he said softly, seductively. “And don’t let go.”


  She wanted to think he was talking about the rail, but she knew what he really meant.


  He wanted her to trust him. He wanted her to believe that his love could be enough to change her life.


  Tears rushed her even as her arousal spiked higher than ever before at nothing more than the sound of Chase ripping open the condom wrapper.


  “You’re even more lovely like this than I knew you would be.”


  She turned her head, a light breeze taking her hair with it as she looked at him over her shoulder. “Chase.”


  He positioned himself at her entrance, so hot and hard she could hardly believe it. “I love you, Chloe.”


  She held her breath, waiting for the moment when he drove into her, when he stretched open not just her body, but her heart, too.


  But he remained still, his eyes on hers.


  “Always.”


  She gasped at the word, gasped again as he began to enter her.


  “Forever.”


  Her head fell forward, hung down as she gripped the rails and took what he was giving her, as she pushed back against him just as hard. His hands moved from her hips up over her waist as he took her, and soon, his palms were full of her aroused flesh.


  Never. She’d never done anything this decadent. This depraved. This delicious.


  This beautiful.


  She’d made this plan to have sex outside to make sure things stayed purely physical. Entirely on the surface.


  It should have been impossible for them to deepen their connection while having sex standing up, out on a balcony. It should have been inconceivable that she would feel even closer to him while he had her bent over the rail with her breasts in his hands while he was thrusting hard, deep, into her.


  If ever there was an act that should be just sex, it was this, a man and woman who had been perfect strangers just days ago, rutting like animals.


  And yet...


  Somehow it was beautiful. So beautiful that her eyes were damp.


  And her heart was fuller than it had ever been.


  In perfect unison, he pinched the tip of one breast at the same moment he slid the fingers of his other hand between her legs.


  And she shattered.


   


  * * *


   


  Chase lifted Chloe into his arms and carried her back inside the bedroom. Her eyes were closed and as she blinked to try to open them, he pressed a kiss on one eyelid.


  “Shhh.”


  A kiss for the other.


  “Time for bed.”


  She snuggled in tighter to him, his exhausted sex kitten.


  Again and again, she amazed him.


  Humbled him.


  Her playfulness, her willingness to take a risk despite her past...he wasn’t sure she realized that she was showing him all those things out on the balcony.


  He knew she’d wanted to prove to him that she could play in the “just sex” big leagues. Instead, she’d trusted him—trusted herself—with something different. Daring.


  Sex in the bathtub had been mind-blowing.


  Sex on the balcony, watching her grip the rails so hard her knuckles turned white, watching as she gave up control and bucked against his hips to drive him deeper inside...there wasn’t a word for what that had done to him.


  Well, maybe there was.


  “Love.” He whispered it against her cheek, felt her stir slightly, even though she was almost out.


  He would have been perfectly happy if the only place they ever had sex was in bed. Well, not perfectly happy, but the fact was, regular sex with Chloe was a million times better than crazy sex with anyone else.


  Only, the truth was that Chloe was a woman who liked—who needed, who craved—adventure. He wasn’t sure she realized it yet. But he did. And he wanted to live those adventures with her. Beside her. Within her.


  He laid her down on the bed, her head upon the pillow, and when she didn’t loosen her hold on him—even half-asleep, she couldn’t fight what they had together—he slid beneath the soft sheets with her. She immediately shifted to curl against him in the way they’d slept the past two nights: her back to his front, her hips cradled against his perpetual erection. She pulled his arms around her like a blanket and settled deeper into his arms with a contented sigh.


  Lovely.


  His.


  Chapter Thirteen


   


  One more day.


  One more night.


  Chloe had twenty-four hours left to be with Chase in this fairy tale. She wanted each of those hours, those precious minutes, to last forever, knew that she would be counting them down until the buzzer rang and she left.


  She needed to leave. Because, as she’d told him last night, she needed to do this on her own.


  Didn’t she?


  All day, as she’d worked with everyone, as she’d gone to check on Alice and found her much improved in her hotel room, Chloe had gone around and around with it in her head.


  At first, it had been easy to tell herself she needed to keep her distance from Chase because men were all evil.


  Which had turned out to be completely laughable. Because while her ex was certainly unhinged, Chase didn’t have an evil bone in his body. In a million years, she’d never have thought she’d find a guy like him on the side of the road in the middle of a hailstorm, on what she’d thought was the worst night of her life.


  She shouldn’t believe he could have fallen in love with her. Not in only three days.


  She shouldn’t be replaying that moment when he’d said, “I love you. Always. Forever,” over and over.


  Lost in her troubled thoughts, her hands stilled on the lace of the corset she was tying for Amanda.


  “Do you need me to suck in tighter?”


  Chloe frowned. Suck in tighter? What could Amanda possibly have to suck in? “No. You’re perfect just like that.”


  Amanda looked down at herself. “I’m getting fat.”


  “No!” In the back of her mind she knew she needed to back off, calm down. But she’d spent too many years listening to Dean say that to her. She couldn’t stand to hear Amanda say it about herself. “You’re beautiful, Amanda.”


  But although she could see that the girl enjoyed the compliment, she didn’t truly believe it.


  As the model walked away, Chloe wanted so badly for her to believe in her own beauty. In her own worth. She wanted to save her from years of self-hatred. From bad relationships. From men who weren’t worthy of even a minute of her time...let alone years.


  She felt her lover’s eyes on her and his pull was so strong that she couldn’t stop herself from staring back and suddenly wondering, yet again, was that what she was to him? Was she simply a woman he was desperate to save because he was a protector to his core?


  No. She knew better than to think that. Especially when he’d never done one single thing to try and take her power away.


  Instead, hadn’t he given her the tools to empower herself? Hadn’t he asked her to use her talents, her skills, to create beauty? To grow stronger?


  And then, like a ton of bricks raining down from the perfectly blue sky, the real truth of the matter hit her: It wasn’t Chase that thought he needed to save her, to coddle her so that she never had to face danger again.


  She’d been doing that all by herself.


  Hiding out here at the winery, not picking up the damn phone and calling the police, not forcing herself to face the fact that she was going to have to find a way to protect herself from Dean once she was out on her own again.


  It was just what she’d done in her marriage. She’d hidden from the truth of how bad it was because it had seemed so much more painful to deal with the truth.


  Standing in the middle of the vineyard with Chase’s eyes still on her, she knew he didn’t deserve to be dragged into her mess. And until she could be worthy of him by knowing how to stand on her own two feet, she couldn’t be with him.


  Just then, Beyonce’s “Single Ladies” started blaring from the portable MP3 player and Amanda dragged her over to the group, who had all started dancing in their beautiful silk dresses.


  Chloe had always loved to dance, loved to feel her limbs, her muscles, grow loose and warm. The sun was still in the sky, pouring down over them, and when the rubber band around her hair fell out she let it go, shaking her hair to let it move around her face.


  As she danced, as Sara grabbed her hips and shimmied into her, Chloe could almost pretend again that the past ten years had never happened. Yes, she’d been hiding out from reality, but getting to be with Chase and the models and his crew these past few days had done so much to strip away the layers she’d never wanted to be there in the first place.


  Yes, she knew this feeling of freedom, of joy, was only temporary, knew that trouble was waiting for her outside of the fantasy of this vine-covered world, but she still had a few more hours of joy left, didn’t she?


   


  * * *


   


  “She really is pretty.”


  Chase turned to see Ellen standing beside him. He’d been utterly enraptured watching Chloe dance with the models.


  But it was more than beauty that made it impossible for him to take his eyes off her.


  Day by day, minute by minute, she was transforming. She’d already been a butterfly, even standing on the side of the road, dripping wet with that horrible bruise marring her soft skin. So it wasn’t that she was emerging from her cocoon.


  Rather, the colors on her wings were growing brighter, more magnificent, as the burdens, the fears she’d been carrying, fell away piece by piece.


  “Inside and out,” he agreed.


  Ellen remained by his side, both of them watching the dancing. Surprisingly, this was the first time he’d run into her during the shoot. Almost as if she’d made sure to stay out of his way.


  Feeling bad about the way he’d stood her up that first night, he said, “I really am sorry about—”


  She put her hand on his arm and her touch felt strange. Wrong. The song ended and when Chloe looked over and saw them standing together, her expression tightened, narrowed. Ellen quickly dropped her hand and waved. “Hi, Chloe!”


  Chase watched Chloe’s mouth turn up into a smile that wasn’t entirely real as she moved toward them.


  “Hmm,” Ellen said, “she looks mighty possessive of you.”


  Chase didn’t have time to tell her it was mutual before Chloe was there with them.


  “Hello, Ellen.”


  Ellen smiled at her. “Wow, you have really gorgeous hair.”


  Chloe blinked, clearly surprised by the compliment. “Thanks.”


  The late afternoon breeze whipped up, blowing a strand across her face. Chase reached out, slid his fingers through the silken strand as he tucked it behind her ear.


  He felt her breath catch more than heard it as their eyes locked. He’d waited all day to touch her again, for the chance to fill up his senses with her softness, her sweet scent, her innate sensual responses. Her hand came up to cover his, holding his palm against her cheek in an instinctive reaction to his touch.


  Until Ellen broke the spell by asking, “How have the two of you enjoyed being here this week?”


  Chloe dropped his hand like he had the plague and a faint blush stained her already flushed cheeks. Clearly, she’d only just realized she and Chase had been holding on to each other in front of Ellen.


  “It’s been like living inside a fairy tale,” she said softly. She gestured out across the gently rolling mountains, covered in even green rows. “It must be marvelous coming to work here every day.”


  Ellen nodded. “It’s pretty great. Except for when we get a bridezilla in, demanding to know why the grapes aren’t in fuller bloom for her big day. But really, that’s the only time it kind of sucks.”


  Chase was glad to hear Chloe chuckle, her discomfort at seeing Ellen again—and accidentally touching him in front of the other woman—receding.


  He liked seeing that possessive glint in her eyes. Loved it, actually. He doubted she even realized it was there—and that she’d continually been moving closer and closer to him, unconsciously staking her claim in front of a possible rival.


  She might have repeatedly told him she couldn’t be with him, but that was her head talking. Her heart seemed to know better.


  He knew better, too.


  “Marcus wanted to be here to say goodbye to everyone, but he was called into the city suddenly,” Ellen told them. “He sends his apologies.”


  Chase had a bad feeling about his brother’s frequent trips to the city. He’d always tried to keep an open mind about Marcus’s girlfriend, Jill. But Chase had never been all that crazy about her. None of the Sullivans were. Yes, she was beautiful, but her beauty wore thin beneath the layer of ice she walked around in. The stick up her ass didn’t help much either.


  Chloe’s face fell. “Oh no. I really wanted to see him again before I left, to thank him properly for giving me a place to stay this week.”


  She pulled the plump, soft flesh of her lower lip in between her teeth. Chase couldn’t keep his eyes from landing there, didn’t have a prayer of keeping the rest of his body from responding in kind.


  He’d never wanted a woman like this. Not just with his body. Not just with his brain. Not just with his heart.


  But with his entire soul.


  Ellen looked more than a little confused. “You’ll see him again, won’t you, Chloe?”


  Just then, Sara yelled, “Chloe, I can’t get out of this stupid thing! It’s starting to freak me out. Can you help me?”


  Relief sweeping across her lovely face, Chloe said, “I’ve got to go help the girls out of their clothes. It was very nice to see you again, Ellen.” She held out her hand and the two women shook goodbye, at which point she turned and fled any more questions.


  “Wait a minute,” Ellen said, still confused. “Why won’t she see Marcus again? Aren’t you and Chloe together?”


  Chase ran a hand through his hair. The frustration he’d had a hell of a time keeping at bay during the day’s shoot was eating straight through his gut. “It’s complicated.”


  Ellen looked back at Chloe, who was unbuckling one of the models’ bondage-inspired evening dresses. “Doesn’t really look all that complicated from where I’m standing. Heck, I practically got singed when you guys touched.”


  He knew Ellen was right. There shouldn’t be anything complicated about a guy falling in love with a girl. Funny, in all the years of women falling for him, he’d never thought it would end up like this—with him losing his heart to a woman who was so afraid to lose hers.


  And now, all he had was one final night to try and talk her around from couldn’t to forever.


  He felt Ellen’s hand on his arm again. “A few nights ago, I was really disappointed that things didn’t happen between us, but honestly...” She flicked another glance at Chloe. “I really hope this works out for you. She’s very sweet. You make a beautiful couple.” She smiled widely at him. “How about I block out a weekend for you next year, just in case?”


  Chase immediately saw a breathtaking vision of Chloe in a long white dress waiting for him surrounded by vines.


  “Good luck, Chase.”


  Ellen walked away and he turned back to watch Chloe carefully wrapping up one of the dresses they’d used that afternoon. He’d never relied much on luck before, never liked counting on something so elusive, so unpredictable. He’d always figured on talent and hard work to get him where he wanted to be.


  But this time, Chase was afraid luck was exactly what he needed.


  Chapter Fourteen


   


  Chloe waved goodbye to everyone in the van as it drove toward the Sullivan winery gates, saying, “I’m really sad your shoot is over.”


  “I am, too,” he replied as they walked back inside the guest house. It was always hard to shut the door on a good project. Especially this one, that had turned out to be so incredibly special. But, at the same time, he was glad that it was just down to him and Chloe now.


  He slid his hand through hers, lifted it to his mouth, let his lips linger on her knuckles. “Would you go out on a date with me, Chloe?”


  Surprise flickered in her eyes. “We’ve already talked about this.”


  “I’m not talking about the future. Just tonight. That’s all I’m asking for.”


  He could see her uncertainty, the way she was grappling with what she wanted...and what she felt she should be doing.


  Finally, she said, “We both know I’m a sure thing tonight,” one side of her mouth moving up into a little smirk. “You don’t need to spring for dinner first.”


  He wasn’t ready for the spark of anger that lit in him at the fact that she still seemed to think sex was enough for him, wasn’t ready for the impulse that had him challenging her with the words, “You want to have sex?”


  Her eyes were tormented as she lifted her chin and came right back at him with one tortured word.


  “Yes.”


  His mouth came down over hers, but even then he was careful with her, despite the fact that he was pushing down her shorts and panties.


  “Chase,” she moaned against his mouth, urging him on by pressing her hips into his hands, helping him strip her lower half bare.


  He gauged her desire, her need, and knew that it was as big as his before saying, “I promised to always give you what you want. Tell me what you want.”


  Her eyes were dilated almost to black and he could see everything she was trying to block out, everything she was trying so desperately to hide from.


  “Please just take me.”


  He pulled open her shirt, his mouth finding the tip of her breast through the pink lace bra. At the same time, her fingers were on his zipper, pulling, yanking and then he was in her hand and she was wrapping her long, slender fingers around him, stroking him so that he was impossibly hard.


  He’d just promised her anything she wanted, vowed one more time to give her everything. And even though his heart felt like a bomb had hit it at the way she kept trying to put distance between them, he lifted her ass with his hands and told her, “Wrap your legs around me.”


  He drove into her before either of them could take their next breath and her flesh tightened, grasped, clenched around him. He knew she wanted him to drive into her mindlessly. He knew she wanted to pretend that what they had was just attraction.


  But damn it, he couldn’t do it.


  Even for her, even when she’d just asked him point blank to do her, he couldn’t just take her like an animal against the front door.


  “Chloe.”


  Her eyes, which had been closed tight, opened slowly, blurry with lust. And all that emotion she didn’t want to feel. All that emotion that she was trying to push away because it hadn’t come at the right time or place. Because she wasn’t ready for it. Because she thought she needed to be strong and walk away from him tomorrow morning.


  “I can’t do it, sweetheart. I can’t pretend this is just sex.” Chase needed to look into her face, wanted her to have to acknowledge the truth of what was between them as he said, “I love you.”


  She sobbed out his name before kissing him like she’d die without his kisses.


  His body took over, then, pure instinct as he drove into her, as she lifted herself up over him, then down so that they were connected utterly. Perfectly.


  He felt her inner muscles go a split second before she gasped against his mouth. And then her head was falling back and she was driving her pelvis into his, entirely lost to the pleasure, to the way their bodies sparked and charged together.


  Somehow he rode out her climax, every pull and tug of her clenching heat against him. He never wanted to have to leave her, never wanted to have to let her go.


  But when she pressed her mouth against his shoulder and said the word “Love,” so softly he almost couldn’t hear it over the beat of his own heart in his ears, he fell all the way over the edge.


   


  * * *


   


  “Chase?” He’d carried them over to the couch and pulled a blanket over them. She’d only just caught her breath. “I know I’m always asking for this, but can we start tonight over again?”


  She could feel his smile against her ear.


  “Of course we can.”


  Chloe shifted so that she was partially sitting up on the couch, but still in his arms. “They’ve all just left and now it’s time for me to say, ‘I’m really going to miss everyone.’”


  His eyes were steady on hers. “This is my part, right?”


  She knew he was teasing her and was amazed by how forgiving he was, rather than lashing out at her for trying to reduce what was between them to just sex.


  “Yes, this is your part.”


  “I’ll miss them, too, but I’m glad we’re alone now.”


  She wanted to say she was sorry for hurting him. For the way she kept hurting him. For the fact that she wasn’t saying “I love you” back.


  But all she could say was, “I’d like to go out on a date with you, Chase.” When he didn’t immediately respond, she took a shaky breath. “Please say yes.”


  His eyes were still dark, still intense as he said, “Yes.”


  Her chest, her stomach, everything hurt. Ached for this beautiful man. She made herself smile. “I should probably put on a new shirt.”


  He looked down then, seemed to notice the torn fabric for the first time. “I was too rough with you. I didn’t mean to do that.”


  She silenced him with a kiss. “No. You would never be rough with me.” She climbed from his lap and pulled a dress from the rack of clothes before leaving the living room. “It will just take me a few minutes to shower and change.”


   


  * * *


   


  Chase sat with his head in his hands. What the hell had he just done? He’d all but attacked her up against the door. Chloe didn’t deserve to be treated like that. She was precious. He should have been gentle, no matter what.


  And he should stop blurting out how much he loved her over and over. It only made things worse. It only made her feel more cornered. More like things were out of her control.


  Knowing he’d only end up taking her against the bathroom tiles if he joined her in the shower, he went into one of the bathrooms neither of them had used and quickly soaped down. He was already thick and throbbing at the thought of Chloe naked, with water streaming over her body just down the hall.


  He turned the water to cold and forced himself to stand beneath the icy spray.


  He really wanted this to be a date. A real date.


  Not just a prelude to more sex.


  Chapter Fifteen


   


  “Wow, this is stunning. I don’t think I would ever get used to this view.”


  They were sitting at the corner table at Auberge de Soleil, high in the hills of Napa Valley, and Chase knew exactly what she meant. But it wasn’t the view he’d never get used to admiring.


  He couldn’t manage to drag his eyes from his date.


  The waiter came by and handed them each a glass of champagne. “Your brother, Marcus, wanted to let you both know that he hopes you enjoy your evening with us.”


  “I should have known he had eyes all over this mountain,” Chase said with a crooked grin as he lifted his glass to Chloe. “The bastard probably won’t even let me buy my girl dinner. Always trying to assert his older brother status.” He grinned at her. “We’ll just have to make sure we order the most expensive things on the menu.”


  Chloe shook her head, obviously still surprised by his brother’s gesture. “It must be so amazing to be from a big family. To know that they’re always there for you.”


  He wanted to tell her that being with him meant the entire Sullivan clan would take her in—and protect her—as one of their own. He wanted to give it to her as another reason why she never needed to be frightened again.


  Instead, not wanting to break the spell, he said as cheerfully as he could, “Sometimes it’s great. Sometimes it’s a pain in the ass. Now, if we could forget about Marcus and the rest of my siblings for a moment?”


  She looked up at him, their eyes linking, sparking as she nodded. “Forgotten.”


  “Good. Because I want you to myself tonight.”


  “Tonight,” she echoed, “I’m yours.”


  Warmth infused his chest—hell, his entire soul—just to hear her say those two words.


  I’m yours.


  Chase lifted his glass. “To rainy nights.”


  She tipped her flute against his, murmuring, “To rainy nights” in a husky voice.


  He continued to hold his glass against hers. “And to one very lovely woman that a storm brought into my life.”


  Her eyes were glassy as she put her flute to her lovely lips and took a sip.


   


  * * *


   


  “You know,” she said a while later, after eating some of the best food she’d ever tasted, “this just might be the most romantic dinner date I’ve ever been on.”


  “I figured you and I were long due for a little romance.”


  Chloe cocked her head as she looked at Chase. Really let herself look.


  At first, she’d been too blown away by his outward beauty to really see much. And then, she’d been afraid to stare because of what she might see in his eyes when he looked at her...and what he might see mirrored right back at him.


  How could he not see that he’d been romancing her every single second since he strode out to her on that rainy road and told her to get into his car?


  She smiled at the memory of that first night. How she’d wanted him despite herself—and liked him a great, great deal more than caution warranted.


  She let herself pretend, for just a few moments, that this really was her life. That Chase was the man she’d been with for years. That they went on romantic outings to Napa Valley starred restaurants all the time.


  And that she was happy, not just for one night. But always.


  Because she was loved.


  Really and truly loved for who she was.


  “It’s another reason why your photos are all so beautiful,” she found herself saying to him. “You aren’t just creating the fantasy for all of us. You want to believe in that fantasy, too, don’t you? I swear, your whole life you must have had to fend off women with big, long sticks.”


  He gave her his best version of lecherous. “Just one really big stick.”


  She couldn’t help but laugh. “I set you up perfectly for that, didn’t I?”


  The waiter came to refill their water glasses just as she asked, “Are the rest of your brothers like you? Big and tough on the outside, but gentle romantics on the inside?”


  As the waiter left, Chase pretended she’d just wounded him, his hand over his chest. “I once picked up a novel on my sister’s bed that used the words velvet-covered steel to talk about the guy’s junk. I’m pretty sure what you just said reduced me to a velvet-covered marshmallow. Our waiter may never look at me the same way again. He’s probably calling the club now so they can kick me out of it.”


  Chloe laughed again, loud enough that a few heads turned to admire the beautiful couple in the corner. “Being a nice person doesn’t in any way change the fact that you’re all man.”


  “That statement would have had a heck of a lot more impact if you weren’t half-giggling as you said it,” he informed her, half-joking, half-serious.


  Still giggling, she said, “Sorry. Although, I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to get the words velvet-covered marshmallow—or the image of it—out of my head.”


  “I plan on making damn sure they’re gone later tonight,” he promised, heat flickering in his eyes along with the laughter.


  “So, back to your family. Are any of your other big, strapping brothers closet romantics?”


  She couldn’t help it—she loved hearing about his brothers and sisters, imagining how nice it would be to always know that they were there for you. To laugh with. To joke with. Even to argue with.


  “It will just be our little secret.”


  Chase shook his head. “I’m pretty sure screwing anything that moves doesn’t qualify as romantic. Apart from Marcus. He’s the only one who doesn’t play that way anymore, although he definitely used to before he met his girlfriend.”


  “Screwing anything that moves.” Chloe worked to tamp down on the sudden twisting in her gut and tried to keep her voice light. “As long as everyone knows the score, I guess that’s okay.”


  But Chase instantly saw through her. “I’m not going to lie to you. I used to be one of those guys.”


  She swallowed, hating the thought of Chase so much as looking at another woman. Kissing another woman. Touching another woman. Making love to another woman.


  Her stomach lurched and she abruptly put down her fork. “Okay. Thanks for being honest.”


  He reached across the table, taking her hand in his. “I don’t want to do it anymore. I don’t want to be that guy anymore.”


  She wanted so desperately to believe him. But she knew first-hand that it wasn’t that easy. “But isn’t it exactly what you’ve been doing with me?”


  “No.”


  “Yes,” she countered. “We met, I moved, we had sex.”


  “You’re different, Chloe. You’re special.”


  Angry at herself for how badly she wanted the fairytale to come true, she said, “How can you possibly know that? In the four days since we met, you and I have had sex nearly every moment that we’ve been alone. That fits the criteria pretty perfectly, doesn’t it? Odds are pretty darn high that you’ll move on to your next shoot and find another woman who can’t get enough of you.”


  She could see that flicker of frustration on his face. The same one that had him taking her up against the front door a couple of hours ago.


  Why did she keep pushing him like this? Why couldn’t she just accept that he meant what he said about her?


  But she knew why, knew that deep down she was afraid she was the same twenty-two-year-old girl who had fallen for her ex’s lines, his pretty words, for a warmth she’d so desperately wanted to believe was there...and ended up marrying a man who didn’t know—or like her—at all.


  Chloe didn’t know what she expected Chase to say, if she’d thought he would drag her into the back of the restaurant to teach her another lesson about just how good they were together, but she definitely didn’t expect him to reach into his jacket pocket, pull out an envelope, and put it on the table.


  She looked at it, then up at him just as he said, “I didn’t fall in love with you because you’re so lovely it hurts to look at you. I didn’t fall in love with you because you make love like a dream. All of that is just a bonus.”


  She swallowed hard. Those three sentences had just made the top ten things any man had ever said to her.


  Her hands trembled as she picked up the envelope.


  She could tell there were pictures inside it. And she was afraid to look at them.


  Not because she was worried about not looking pretty...but because she’d learned over the past few days that Chase saw everything.


  Especially the things people were trying their hardest to hide.


  Finally, she slipped a finger beneath the flap and pulled out the small stack of photos.


  She was laughing in the photo on top of the stack. Her mouth was wide open, her head was thrown back as she looked at something on Amanda’s phone.


  “She was showing me one of those funny auto-correct lists. A woman had texted her husband ‘I’m pregnant’ and he wrote back ‘I’m leaving you’ when what he meant to say was ‘I’m leaving now’ because he wanted to come home and celebrate with her.”


  Tentatively, Chloe turned to the next photo. She was laughing again, this time in the middle of the pool, after falling in while trying to help fix Amanda’s hat at just the right angle.


  A smile moved onto her lips before she realized it was coming. “I had such a great time with everyone,” she said softly before turning to the next photo.


  Chase had captured her talking with Marcus that night at the party at his house. She’d been loose because of the wine and had let down her guard with Marcus after a surprisingly fun day with everyone. It was obvious just how desperate she’d been to let happiness take root within her heart again.


  Thrown off by what Chase was showing her about herself, she moved on to the next picture, one where she was packing up dresses and a half-dozen beautiful fabrics were spread out across her lap.


  She’d never seen herself look like that, had never see herself dreaming before.


  Emotion threatened to swamp her, so she quickly moved to the next picture in the stack.


  Oh.


  If only she’d stopped with the fabrics, with the dreaming, with the desperate longing for happiness.


  The final picture was from that first afternoon out in the vineyards, when she’d looked up at the end of the day and Chase had his lens pointed at her. She remembered the terror of knowing she hadn’t hid her feelings for him. Feelings she hadn’t even been able to understand because they were so raw, so new.


  So pure.


  “Ask me again how I know you’re special, Chloe.”


  The pictures dropped from her fingers onto the table.


  She didn’t need to ask.


  Chase had shifted his seat so that he was sitting close enough to hold her hand beneath the tablecloth.


  “Thank you,” she said softly, her throat clogged with emotion. “It’s been a wonderful night.” She licked her lips, squeezed his hand with hers. “A perfect night.”


  Oh God, she was going to cry, could feel the tears building up, threatening to spill. All it would take was one sweet word, one heartfelt look, and she’d be a goner.


  She was working so hard on holding those tears back that she didn’t notice Chase standing up until she felt him gently tugging at her hand. Blinking up at him in confusion, she rose to her feet and let him lead her across the room, his hand on the small of her back, simultaneously comforting and arousing. He pulled her into his arms and they were dancing to the song the three-piece jazz band in the corner had just begun playing.


  The Look of Love.


  Chloe lifted her face to his in surprise. “This song.” She flicked a gaze at the band, then back at him, shaking her head. “It’s almost like they know about—”


  Her voice broke before she could finish the sentence. But she had to. Had to admit it to herself. To Chase.


  Her voice so soft she didn’t know if Chase would even be able to hear her, she whispered, “It’s like they know about the way you look at me. About the way you’ve always looked at me.”


  And, she now knew from seeing that picture he’d taken of her in the vineyard that first night, it was the way she’d always looked at him, too.


  With love.


  And with his large, strong body cradling hers, with his heart pounding against hers, Chloe pressed her face into his shoulder...and finally let her tears come.


   


  * * *


   


  Chase had never felt like this before, like his heart was breaking one beat at a time as Chloe softly cried while they danced.


  He wanted to give her everything. He wanted to slay all her dragons. He wanted to hold her close and never let her go. He’d told her he loved her, but he knew she still believed she needed to leave him to prove that she was a strong person.


  She’d told him the night was perfect, but she was crying.


  His whole life, he’d always known exactly what to do. Women hadn’t been much of a challenge, but now he knew that was because he’d never really cared before.


  Until he’d fallen in love with Chloe.


  Chase wished there was a simple answer, wished he could convince himself it was as easy as taking her ex-husband apart for ever hurting her in the first place, and that once he dissolved the threat to Chloe’s well-being, everything would be fine.


  But how many times had he and his brothers gone out to avenge a wrong against one of his sisters, only to end up the bad guy, only to have them cry, “I’m not a baby! When are you going to let me stand up for myself?”


  How the hell was Chase going to let her go and do what she believed she needed to do?


  And how much would she hate him if he couldn’t do it?


  Chapter Sixteen


   


  By the time the song ended, Chloe had managed to recover her grip on her emotions, thank God. Glad she hadn’t put on much makeup, she quickly wiped her tears away while Chase led them outside to a beautiful lavender- and rosemary-scented terrace complete with a bocce ball court.


  “Bocce ball used to be my favorite game to watch as a kid,” she said to try and bring some normalcy back to things after crying all over him. “I would sneak out to the park where they had a couple of courts and watch families play together.”


  “Did you play, too?”


  She shook her head. “Not officially. But when there was no one around I would play with tennis balls I’d collected.”


  She let go of Chase’s hand and moved onto the empty sand court and picked up one of the heavy balls. “These are the fancy balls I’d see other people playing with.” She laughed softly. “If anyone ever saw me, they probably thought I was making a mockery of the game with my tennis balls.”


  She was surprised when Chase took off his jacket and rolled up his sleeves. “Show me how it’s done.”


  Chloe almost told him she hadn’t intended to end their über-romantic evening by rolling balls in sand for points. But wasn’t that exactly one of the things she loved most about Chase—that there were no hard and fast rules in his life? No shoulds. No have tos.


  And, best of all, no shouldn’ts.


  Slipping off her heels so she wouldn’t leave big divots in the sand with the sharp points, she picked up the tiny white ball. “This is the jack. We toss it out, then try to see who can get closest to it with our own balls.” She picked up a blue ball and handed it to him with a grin. “Since you’re all man, why don’t you be blue?”


  He put his hand over the ball, somehow managing to pull her closer rather than just taking it from her. His mouth settled down over hers in a way that was at once familiar, yet shockingly surprising, and Chloe couldn’t stop herself from twining her free hand around his neck and going up on her tippy-toes to kiss him right back.


  When the sound of a passing car reminded her that they were on a public court in the middle of the resort, she forced herself to pull away from his sinfully delicious mouth.


  His thumb brushed across her lower lip. “I like this game already.”


  She blushed at the heat in his words, even though there really wasn’t a single reason left to be blushing in front of Chase anymore. Not after all the ways they’d made love, the number of times she’d come with his mouth and hands on her.


  But something told her she’d always blush with him, that those butterflies would always be there, flying around inside her belly whenever he gave her one of those hot, intense looks.


  She wanted so desperately to look toward that future, to envision what it could look like, to let herself dream of little girls and boys with his eyes, his tanned skin.


  But she couldn’t let herself do that tonight. She could only be with him right here, right now.


  “Tell me how we score the game,” Chase said, pulling her from her dark thoughts.


  She explained that the team with the balls closest to the jack scored the points for each round.


  “I have an idea,” he said when she’d laid out the rules, and she couldn’t miss the wicked undercurrent in his voice.


  “I can’t wait to hear this.”


  And the truth was, being with Chase was so wonderfully exciting, so exhilarating, that even playing a simple game was more fun than she’d ever had before.


  What would a life with him be like? Would each day be better than the one before?


  Lost in her thoughts, she was surprised to feel his fingertips lightly skimming the skin beneath her chin. She looked up at him and her knees nearly buckled from the desire—and love—shining in his eyes.


  “Do you want to guess my new spin on the rules?” he asked in a husky voice.


  “Every time a person loses a point, they have to give the other one a kiss?”


  He moved his mouth so it was barely a breath from hers. “So innocent,” he whispered against her lips.


  It took all the breath she had left to tease back, “But you want to change all that, don’t you?”


  “Don’t you?” he asked, his question a caressing challenge to her fantasies.


  Oh God, she almost came right there, in the middle of a bocce ball court in Napa.


  “Yes.” The word was released from her lips before she knew it was coming and his mouth captured hers again, far too briefly.


  “If I win this game, I also win you for the night. If you win, you win me for the night.”


  Oh God, they weren’t going to play tonight for a pointless score...they were going to play for each other instead. The wicked suggestion had her body immediately responding with a flood of warmth low down in her belly and at the tips of her breasts.


  “If I win,” he said in a low voice that thrummed through her veins faster, hotter than a shot of tequila, “you’ll be mine tonight for anything, everything, I desire.”


  She felt her lips open, felt air rush from them in the reverse of a gasp. “Anything?”


  “Anything.”


  No. God, no, she shouldn’t want what anything entailed.


  “Everything?”


  He ran his fingers over a lock of her hair. “Everything, Chloe.”


  She’d already done more wild things with Chase this week than she had before in her whole life. Bathtub sex. Outdoor sex. Up against the wall sex.


  She tried to tell herself there couldn’t be more, but it was no use.


  She knew there was. Simply because she’d already been fantasizing about it. About doing all of those forbidden things she’d once wanted, things she’d been told were wrong to want.


  “And if you win, lovely Chloe, I’m yours to do with as you wish.”


  Oh God. She honestly didn’t know if she wanted to win...or lose.


   


  * * *


   


  Chase had never played bocce ball before, but he and his siblings had often played similar games where they hurled rocks at a target. At the outset of the game, Chase had been fairly certain he’d win. It didn’t take him long to realize he should have known better.


  By the time they were down to the final point, 14–13, Chloe’s lead, he told her, “You’re really good at this.”


  She smiled up at him. “I know.”


  He loved the playful way she kissed him, none of those dark shadows in her eyes for the time being. “Are you trying to distract me?” he asked.


  “I would if I needed to...”


  He had her in his arms before she could finish her sentence. “You just gave me a good idea.” He dropped his eyes to her lush mouth, so lovely, so soft. “Prepare to be distracted.”


  “You can give it your best shot,” she challenged him.


  “Now you’re in for it,” he said, and then he was kissing her and the game was momentarily forgotten.


  It near killed him to follow through on his plan and abruptly let her go. “Your turn.”


  Her eyes were fuzzy and unfocused. “My turn to what?”


  He smiled at her, a devious smile that told her he had her right where he wanted her.


  Her eyes cleared. “Right. The game.” She gave him a mock-hard look. “Prepare to be destroyed, Hotstuff.”


  But as she bent over to pick up a red ball, he knew he was long past being destroyed by Chloe.


  She was lovely. And his, damn it. Just as he was hers.


  It wasn’t one of them having power over the other. It wasn’t a matter of control, of wanting to be in charge.


  She had to lift up the hem of her dress every time she got into position for a shot. Her legs were strong and gorgeous, her feet bare and pretty on the sand. There wasn’t an inch of her body he didn’t desire, from her toes to her eyebrows.


  Just as there wasn’t any part of her heart that he didn’t love.


  “Stop looking at me like that.”


  “Like what?” he asked in his most innocent voice.


  “Like you’re the big bad wolf and I’m Red Riding Hood.”


  “Hmm,” he said, “now that’s an idea for another game to play tonight.” He paused a beat. “When I win.”


  He barely heard her muttered, “Like hell” before she let the red ball roll from her fingertips.


  Her ball slammed into his with perfect precision, knocking his blue ball completely out of the game.


  Straightening up, she gave him such a gleeful look—so pretty, so pure, so sweet to the core—it was all he could do not to fall on one knee in the sand and propose to her right then and there.


  “One more perfect shot and I win,” she told him with great satisfaction. “And then you’re mine.”


  He could sprint around a track, row across a lake without losing his breath. But with Chloe, it happened all the time.


  He saw the way her hand trembled as she picked up the final red ball. She looked at him, held his gaze for a long moment before turning back to the game and letting the ball go in one graceful roll, where it landed right next to the jack.


  And she won.


  But instead of turning to him with a victorious cheer, she simply stood and stared at the balls. Finally, she turned back to him. “I guess we should go now.”


  He wanted to tell her it was just a game. He wanted to pull her into his arms and tell her there was nothing to be worried about.


  But something stopped him—the same thing that had stopped him from heading into the city over the past four days and taking her ex apart.


  Chase knew Chloe’s strength, could sense how deeply rooted it was in her from that first moment on the side of the road.


  But it wasn’t enough that he knew it.


  Chloe needed to know her own strength, too. And that loving him wouldn’t ever diminish it.


  Walking over to where she stood, he held out his hand to her. And waited for her to make up her mind about tonight. About whether she was going to claim not just her spoils...but all of him, body and soul.


  Finally, she reached back to him and just as their fingers slid together, said, “It would have been so much easier if you had won.”


  “I know,” he said, “but I never stood a chance of holding on to my heart with you.” He held her gaze. “Not for one single second.”


  Chapter Seventeen


   


  Anything.


  Everything.


  Chloe’s mouth grew drier and drier during their drive back to Marcus’s winery, her heart pounding harder and harder.


  She tried to talk herself around all the reasons she shouldn’t be freaking out.


  1. She wasn’t a scared virgin.


  2. She and Chase had already had sex lots of times.


  3. He loved her.


  4. And she was pretty damn sure she was falling in love with him.


  Oh God, that was exactly the problem.


  She loved him.


  Chloe wasn’t actually sure it would be easier to be the one in control of their lovemaking tonight if she didn’t love him, but two bodies coming together, a tangle of mouths and hands and limbs that were a world apart from emotion, from love, seemed so much easier all of sudden.


  Just sex. That had been what she’d wanted. Or, at least, it had been all she’d told herself she wanted from Chase.


  But her heart knew better.


  Her heart had always known exactly what it longed for.


  And her heart would never deny that love—pure, honest love—was all she’d ever wanted. All she’d ever needed.


  A part of her was surprised that Chase hadn’t tried to ease her nerves during the drive. She could feel his concern, just as much as she could feel his desire. She knew he didn’t like watching her sit beside him with her insides shredded and torn. But instead of jumping in to save her, instead of trying to smooth everything over for her, he was giving her space to work things out on her own.


  God, she only loved him more for that, for the faith he had in her to know the right thing to do, even when she was convinced she didn’t have the first clue.


  As they drove through the Sullivan Winery gates, Chase reached for her hand and she could feel his confidence, his love, settle in through her skin, shimmying in past her flesh to her bones, all the way down to her soul.


  A smile finally came to her lips, the first one since she’d won their game and realized what she’d done to herself. “Let’s go in.”


  They let go of each other’s hands only long enough to get out of the car. It felt so right to walk beside Chase, to feel his strength, his steadiness beside her. Instead of waiting for him to open the door, she put her hand on the unlocked doorknob and pushed it open, leading the way into the living room.


  “That first night, when you brought me here, I was scared,” she admitted. Strange how that was the easy part of her admission. Harder, so much harder, was saying, “Somehow, even then, even when I didn’t think I’d ever be able to feel anything again, I wanted you.” She put her hands on either side of his face. “I wanted to touch you.” She brushed her fingertips over his jaw, then up against his cheekbones and into his hair. “I wanted to know if you’d make my skin burn the way it is now.” She pressed up on her tippy-toes and said, against his mouth, “And I wanted so badly to taste you here.”


  Her lips barely brushed his, just enough for her to know that he tasted a little like the chocolate from their dessert and the wine they’d had during dinner. But mostly he tasted like Chase…the beautiful man who had brought her soul back to life.


  She slid her hands through his soft, dark hair, then down the back of his neck to his shoulders. “I wanted to undress you and see if you were as perfect as you looked.” She could feel his heart beating against her palm as her fingers went to the buttons at the top of his shirt. “I had a hunch you would be,” she whispered as she uncovered his chest, one glorious inch at a time.


  She had to press her lips against his bare skin and a low groan rumbled from his chest, but he didn’t try to take charge of her night with him.


  She couldn’t keep her hands from shaking as she worked open the rest of the row of buttons, pulling the hem of his shirt from his pants before slipping it off his shoulders and letting it fall to the floor behind them.


  “I’ve never really had a chance to just look at you.” Even as she said the words, his muscles across his chest and abdomen were flexing and tightening. “You look a little tense,” she murmured, enjoying being in control like this so much more than she ever would have guessed.


  She moved close again and pressed her palms flat against his chest and began to stroke over his pecs, the indentations of his abs rippling as she caressed him. “Does that help?” she asked him in a naughty voice.


  “Yes.” His lie was raw.


  Hungry.


  Borderline desperate.


  She leaned in, pressing her lips to the curve of his neck and shoulder. “Then I’ll have to do it more.”


  She licked at his skin, wetting it before she nipped at him with her teeth. For a moment, she knew how a vampire must feel, how hard it must have been for Edward not to sink his teeth into Bella’s sweet flesh in those vampire movies she’d watched alone this year.


  He groaned again, his skin and muscles vibrating against her outstretched hands.


  Somehow, she dragged her mouth from him to continue what she’d started.


  He was hers for the night.


  Hers.


  Chloe planned to wring every ounce of pleasure, of joy, from these precious hours, from every sweet minute with Chase.


  Placing her fingers over his belt buckle, she began to work the leather. His skin was warm everywhere she brushed against it and her little hum of happiness sounded in the silent room.


  “Lovely.” Chase’s compliment resonated through every cell in her body, coming to a stop right behind her breastbone. “The way you look when you’re undressing me.” He paused, waiting until she lifted her eyes to his. “You undo me, Chloe.”


  She swallowed at the look in his eyes, at the fact that she felt like he was caressing her, stroking her, without ever needing to touch her.


  His mouth was a distraction from her plan to strip his clothes off the rest of the way, but such a wonderful one. With her hands still on his belt, she went back up on her toes and kissed him softly again.


  They both knew this kiss was a promise of what was to come, a promise that he’d know exactly what he meant to her by the time the sun rose in the vineyard outside.


  Her breath came in short little puffs as she drew back and turned her attention to his pants. His zipper came undone a moment after she drew his belt apart, and then she was pushing his clothes away, watching with pleasure as his trousers dropped to the ground. Chase stepped out of them, moving closer to her as he did so, close enough that she could feel the heat of his thick erection against her belly.


  He was gorgeous, sinfully so, standing before her in only his boxers. But she wouldn’t be satisfied until she had stripped him bare, just the way he always stripped away all the layers of protection she’d tried to wrap herself in. Every time they’d made love, Chase hadn’t just removed her clothes, he’d slowly begun to strip away her fears. Her hesitations. Her long-held belief that she couldn’t ever have the love of a man as good as this one.


  She wanted to tear the cotton from his hips…but at the same time, she wanted to go as slow as she could to savor every moment of discovering Chase.


  In the end, her hands took over from her brain, moving to hook a thumb into each side of his boxers. She had to lift the cotton over his erection, and once she’d cleared it, she stopped, mesmerized. “You make me want to do things I haven’t wanted to do in a long time.”


  He didn’t need to say the words, Then do them, for her to hear it. She didn’t need his silent urging to help her move to her knees before him, either. And she certainly didn’t need his encouragement to lean forward and press her tongue against his hard flesh.


  “Chloe.”


  His hands, which he’d kept so carefully at his sides until now, came into her hair.


  She felt hungry, wild, and so damn happy to be right where she was with Chase against her lips. If anyone had told her a week ago she’d love being like this with a man again—with any man on the planet—she would have known them to be certifiably insane.


  But, oh, it was beyond lovely to taste Chase, to feel his hands tighten on her hair, to know that she was driving him insane with pleasure with her tongue, with the slightest scratch of her teeth over the flared head. As she opened her mouth wide enough to suck him in between her lips, his thigh muscles tightened, hardened almost to stone against her hands where she was holding on to him.


  His pleasure was hers, too, as she drew him in deeper inside her mouth, down her throat. She could feel how careful he was to let her lead and though she loved him for it, she wanted to feel him lose control, wanted to know that she was the woman responsible for breaking his control to pieces.


  Pure feminine instinct driving her every move, she moved one hand from his thigh to cup the tightening flesh below his erection, and then the other to wrap around the base of his thick shaft. Her tongue lashed circles on his sensitive skin.


  “You’ve got to stop,” she heard him say as if from a long distance away. “I can’t hold back much longer.”


  She didn’t want him to. Despite the fact that her body was crying for his touch, regardless of how good it would feel to drag him down on the floor with her so that she could climb over him and take him into her, she wanted this more.


  So instead of stopping, she simply gave over everything she was, gave everything she had, to pleasuring the man who’d shown her that there didn’t have to be a limit to joy.


  She could feel him growing bigger, thicker in her hand, could taste his arousal on her tongue. But she needed more, needed all of him, and as she took him in deep again, she moaned over his hard flesh without thinking about what that vibration would do to him.


  A second later his deeply pleasured groan was followed by his vow of love, a vow that reverberated throughout the room as his shaft began to pulse and grow between her lips. She had to open wider for his thrusts, for the increased girth that filled her mouth as he pressed in hard against the back of her throat and he gave her everything she wanted, all of his control.


  And as Chloe kneeled there before him, with her hands on him, thrilled to take each powerful thrust of his shaft into her mouth, she gave up the last vestiges of her control, too.


   


  * * *


   


  Chase hadn’t seen this coming, hadn’t thought Chloe winning him for the night meant she was going to blow his brains with her mouth and tongue and teeth and hands.


  Sweet Jesus, he didn’t think his legs could hold him up after the most explosive orgasm of his entire life.


  When he could finally open his eyes again, he looked down to see Chloe still kneeling below him, looking at him with a sweet smile that belied what she’d just been doing to him. She looked as hazy with arousal as he still felt.


  “You’re so yummy.” Her voice was husky. Happy.


  She was acting as if he’d given her everything she’d ever wanted by coming in her mouth.


  Every time they came together, she blew his mind in some way. They could spend the next seventy years together and he knew he’d never cease to be amazed by the lovely woman in front of him.


  As Chloe slowly stood back up, as she rubbed herself against him in her sweet yet sensual way, she said, “I’m so glad I won you,” right before she licked over his chest.


  After coming hard enough to blow the top of his head off, he should have been sated, at least for a few minutes, but all it took was one stroke of her tongue against his chest for the blood to start rushing to his groin again.


  Chase cupped her hips, loving the feel of her soft flesh against his palms as he pulled her up against one of his thighs, slipping it between hers. Her gasp of pleasure as he pressed into her mound was a hot whoosh of breath over his chest.


  She was still in charge of their night and he knew he needed to let her lead, but he needed to touch her, needed to give her even a fraction of the pleasure she’d just given him.


  She moved her mouth to the other side of his chest as she rocked against his thigh. He could feel how hot she was, could feel the damp proof of her arousal as she rode his leg.


  Chase had thought he was prepared for this night, that he was up for giving himself over to Chloe, that he could handle anything she dished out.


  What an idiot he was.


  Nearly two decades of as much sex as he wanted with models and actresses hadn’t so much as been the first chapter of the rule book for making love to a woman he was actually in love with.


  Moment by moment, he was learning that love made everything different.


  Bigger.


  Better.


  So much sweeter.


  “Chase?”


  He looked down to find the woman who was tying him up in such incredibly pleasurable knots looking up at him with determination.


  With hope.


  “I know what I want next.”


  Thank God he’d just come or he would have erupted simply from the heated anticipation in her voice. “Anything,” he vowed to her. “Everything,” he promised.


  “I want—” She stopped speaking as if she’d suddenly run out of air and her eyes darkened with uncertainty.


  “Tell me, Chloe. Tell me what you want. Let me give it to you. Give it to yourself.” Her eyes widened at those last words and he knew he’d hit home with them.


  “I want to give myself up to you.” She took a shaky breath. “I want you to—” He could see that she was scared again, his brave, lovely girl who’d just taken him into her mouth without so much as a pause. “I want you to tie me up.”


  He forgot how to breathe, actually couldn’t remember how to draw breath into his lungs for a split second.


  Tonight was about so much more than sex. He knew that. Had known it from the start.


  He hadn’t really known how much more, though, hadn’t thought she’d want to knock down every last barrier she’d had to erect around her body—and heart—tonight.


  He wanted to tell her she didn’t have to do it, that she was already the bravest person he’d ever known, but before he could, she lifted her chin as if she could hear the words he hadn’t yet said.


  “It’s my night. You’re mine. For anything. For everything.” The determination was back. “This is what I want.” She slipped her hands through his. “This is what I need.”


  “I love you.” He dipped his mouth down to kiss her once. Twice. A third time. “Should we go see how strong those bedposts are?”


  Her eyes flashed dark with arousal…and with the fear she was so hellbent on breaking past.


  No matter what, Chase knew he was going to show her how good giving control to someone you loved—and who loved you right back—could be.


  “Yes.” She tightened her hold on his hands. “Please.”


  Chapter Eighteen


   


  Chloe stopped dead at the threshold of the bedroom they’d been sharing and Chase turned to her, his eyes taking in her expression, the tight hold she had on his hands.


  “Chloe?”


  Knowing she needed to be strong—wanting to be strong not just for him, but for herself, too—she said, “I trust you,” even as her heart whispered, “I love you.”


  She felt his large, warm hands cupping her face, stroking across her cheeks. “My lovely girl.” His mouth dipped down to hers, sipping at her lips like she was the finest wine. “So sweet.” He licked across her lower lip and she was shivering with the pleasure of it as he said, “So brave.”


  She didn’t feel brave. She felt like an actress trying to assume a role she had no prayer of nailing.


  But she wasn’t on the set of some movie. This wasn’t a TV show she could watch from a safe distance. This was her life.


  A life she needed to reclaim, every single piece of it.


  “Show me how good it can be, Chase. Show me how good it should be.”


  He lifted her in his arms, then, so swiftly the breath whooshed from her lungs even as her feet lifted off the floor. She loved being in his arms, loved knowing that she was always safe with Chase.


  He carried her into the large room and over to the bed. He didn’t let her down right away, not when he was obviously intent on kissing away all of her fears first.


  When he finally pulled back to lay her down, she whimpered at the loss of his heat, the hard press of his muscles against her as he stared at her, his eyes moving slowly from her face to the swell of her breasts, almost painfully erect beneath the thin silk of her dress. The skirt had lifted way up around her thighs and that was what he finally reached out to touch, stroking his palm up one leg, from her ankle to the sensitive skin of her thighs.


  She moaned her pleasure, lifting her limbs to get closer to him, to offer him more of her body, to offer him every part of her.


  “Do you have any idea what it’s going to do to me to see you naked and bound for me? To know that you trust me enough to love you like that?”


  A flood of arousal coursed between her thighs. She couldn’t answer him, couldn’t have possibly found any other word besides, “Please.”


  She’d sworn never to beg a man for anything ever again, but with Chase it wasn’t begging, it was simply her body—her soul—needing, insisting on having something she’d denied it for far too long.


  And then Chase’s hands were on the hem of her dress and he was lifting it higher and higher, up over her thighs and then her waist and breasts. She didn’t need him to tell her to lift her arms, she was already there helping him get the beautiful dress off. She was dying to be naked for him, dying to feel his skin against hers.


  His eyes were everywhere at once; her face, her breasts, her thoroughly damp silk thong. “I’ve never wanted to take a picture of anyone more than I do right now.”


  She knew better than to ever let a man take pictures of her naked.


  “I trust you, Chase.” She should have been surprised by the words, but the truth was, her trust in Chase went so deep, her faith in his goodness ran so pure and true, that she didn’t have a moment’s hesitation about his taking pictures of her in the nude.


  His eyes flew to hers. “No. Never.” His hands moved to her hips to hold her with obvious possession. “If anyone ever found the pictures, if anyone else ever saw you looking this way but me, I’d have to kill him.”


  The love she felt for him was on the tip of her tongue, but before she could put voice to it, he was pulling her thong off and down her thighs, throwing it to the ground on top of the beautiful dress he’d found for her.


  “I should wait until you’re tied up to do what I’m dying to do to you.”


  Normally, she would have waited for him. But this was her night. And she was in control.


  “I won you,” she reminded him, and when he looked at her, his pupils were dilated nearly black with desire.


  “Yes, you did,” he said softly, his low, heated voice whispering over her skin, setting every inch on fire.


  “You have to do anything I want.” She licked her lips, biting the lower before adding, “Everything I want.”


  As she spoke, he was putting his hands on her legs, gently pressing her thighs apart.


  “Look how lovely you are,” he said, each word reverent, raw with passion.


  She looked down her naked body to the flesh that ached for him. It was a heady feeling knowing this beautiful man was all hers. And not just because she’d won him in a game.


  He’d given her his love.


  And she wanted so desperately to take it.


  “Taste me, Chase.”


  Her words were barely more than a whisper and she wasn’t sure he heard her at first, but then, he was sliding one hand down from the inside of her knee to her thigh, closer and closer to her core, and she had to hold her breath until that glorious moment when he finally touched her.


  There. Oh god, right there.


  She wanted to keep watching him touch her, was so incredibly turned on by seeing his large hand slide slowly over her, but it felt too good for any of her muscles to work. Her legs fell all the way open on the bed and her eyes closed as she lowered her head to the pillow and moaned her pleasure into the room.


  Again and again, his fingers took her straight to the edge, but never taking her all the way there.


  She arched her hips up into his touch, but as he continued to tease her, as the heat in her belly pooled and intensified, she was about to start begging for him to give her what she needed.


  And then she remembered what she kept forgetting: this was her night.


  Somehow she found the strength to prop herself up with the pillows, to open her eyes and say, “I told you to taste me, not play with me.”


  She saw the wicked glint in his eyes, knew that he’d been waiting for her to guide him further. She shivered at the thought of all the delicious, decadent things she wanted him to do to her.


  She was just opening her mouth to set him back on task, when he slowly lifted his fingers from between her legs and brought them to his mouth.


  Oh god, she couldn’t believe she was watching him lick her arousal from his fingers.


  “Is that what you wanted me to do? Is this how you wanted me to taste you?”


  She would have answered more quickly if his hand hadn’t moved back between her legs to stroke her to an even higher fever pitch.


  She wanted to keep up with the sexy banter, but she couldn’t, not until she’d had at least a little release so that she could think straight again.


  “Watch what you do to me, Chase.”


  He answered with a low, borderline desperate groan, as she pushed into his hand, a silent plea for more. And when he said, “You’re so lovely, Chloe,” just the sound of his voice, the approval in his eyes, the adoration in his expression, had her right there, hovering on the edge of detonation.


  A moment later, she lost hold of everything. Everything but complete ecstasy. She could barely catch her breath, certainly couldn’t form words, but she didn’t need to remind him of her original command, because before she’d even come down from her mind-blowing orgasm, his mouth was hot and wet between her thighs.


  She arched against him, her hands going to his hair as she cried out again. She couldn’t be this close again, couldn’t possibly be right on the edge of coming entirely apart.


  But, even though she should have known better by now, she hadn’t counted on Chase. Hadn’t counted on the way his tongue slipped and slid over her aroused flesh so perfectly, so sweetly.


  So sinfully.


  She had to watch, had to open her eyes again and look down to watch him love her like this.


  Obviously in tune to her every movement—every thought—as he swiped his tongue over her, he lifted his eyes to hers. She read lust, need, and desire in them.


  And so much love that all it took was one more swipe of his tongue for her to come apart all over again. Her skin was slick with sweat, her heart had never beat so fast, as he took her to that incredible place she hadn’t ever realized was there waiting for her. Not until the first time Chase touched her. Kissed her.


  Until he loved her.


  When she finally caught her breath, she said, “I should be sated now,” as he shifted up her body so that he could press soft kisses to her stomach and the underside of her breasts as he fondled them in his big hands. “I shouldn’t need more.”


  “But...” he prompted, his tongue laving her belly button before his teeth gently nipped at the skin around it.


  “But I do,” she confessed. “I need so much more, Chase.”


  Chloe knew what would happen next. He’d rise up above her, she’d wrap her arms and legs around him, and he’d take her the way she so desperately needed to be taken.


  Instead, she watched as he moved from the bed and opened a dresser drawer. He pulled out four of the most beautiful pieces of fabric she’d ever seen.


  “I’ve been saving these for you,” he told her as he moved back toward her. “I was hoping you would be able to use them for your quilts.”


  She reached out to stroke the fabric. “Chase.” Her eyes filled with tears. Gathering these fabrics for her was the nicest thing anyone had ever done. “I don’t know what to say.” But she did. “Thank y—”


  He smiled down at her and pressed a kiss to her lips before she could finish. “You can thank me later, after I’ve made you scream with even more pleasure,” he teased. He dragged the edge of one of the soft fabrics across her breasts. “Who knew this fabric would be so handy tonight?”


  She felt her breath go in a rush. They’d come into the bedroom for him to tie her up, but she’d needed him too much to remember her goal.


  “You’re going to tie me up with them?”


  Giving her one of his beautifully sinful grins, he nodded. “And you’re going to have to be a good girl and not pull too hard on them when you’re coming for me so that you don’t ruin them.”


  Seeing her obvious look of distress, he bent down to kiss her again. “I’m just teasing you, sweetheart. Yank as hard as you want. Come as hard as you need to. I’ll find you more beautiful fabric.”


  She was so focused on what he was saying in his low, sexy voice, she was hardly aware when he lifted one arm and began to wrap the fabric around her wrist. But then she did notice, and she instinctively tensed.


  He slowed his movements, more stroking the skin at the inside of her wrist than continuing to tie her up, and she relaxed into his touch. Trying to take her mind off her fears, she said, “Tell me more about how hard you’re going to make me come.”


  She liked the way he sounded surprised by his laughter. “Are you sure you can handle knowing?” Her right wrist was attached by the fabric to the bedpost by the time he finished asking the question.


  Oh God, she wasn’t sure about anything right now. Only that she needed to press forward with this, no matter what. She wouldn’t let her true sexuality be stolen from her for one more night. Not one more goddamned night. This was who she was, who she’d been made to be, and Chase would never hurt her.


  Only love her.


  It would have been easier just to close her eyes as Chase worked from her wrists to her ankles, but she didn’t want to let herself hide from any part of this. That’s why, instead of waiting for him to lift her other arm up, she made herself put it into place for him.


  She was rewarded with his smile, followed by his swift intake of breath as she purposefully shifted her hips against his erection when he moved to tie up her other hand.


  “Thank God I’m tying you up, or I might just embarrass myself,” he said in a low voice.


  She couldn’t believe he had her laughing when every single one of her panic buttons should have been pressed instead by the position he had her in.


  “Give a tug on the fabric for me.”


  Even without her legs being bound, he’d tied her wrists securely enough to the bedposts that she couldn’t get away or protect herself if she needed to.


  She waited for the panic to take her over, knew it had to be coming. Any second now it would swamp her and she would be begging him to untie her, to let her go back to safety, back to a place where she wasn’t forcing herself to face down every goddamned fear.


  But as the seconds ticked down, all she felt was the warmth of Chase’s gentle caresses to her hip, to her waist, to her face. And all she knew was that he was looking at her as if she was the only person in the world who mattered.


  And that was when she realized something she should have realized long before now: Chase was just as afraid as she was.


  He was afraid that she wouldn’t ever let herself love him back.


  She would have reached for him if she could have, if her arms weren’t bound above her head. “I’m scared, Chase.”


  He didn’t hesitate even a single second before beginning to untie her.


  “No,” she said through a throat that felt dry and raw. “Not because of the knots in the fabric.”


  His hands stilled on her wrist. “Chloe, sweetheart, you don’t have to do this.”


  She felt a sob rise up from her chest. “Believe me,” she said, “I’ve tried not to.”


  She closed her eyes, but even with that sense gone, Chase was everywhere, his scent, the sound of his breathing, his warmth against her bare skin.


  “Love.”


  She’d whispered the word against his neck once before. She hadn’t been able to keep it inside, not when so much pleasure had been turning her inside out. It had been there on her lips, a silent vow to the man from whom she’d been unable to stay away.


  She waited for him to ask her to actually say it, braced herself for it.


  But Chase had never played by the rules and instead of making her admit her feelings for him, especially when she was bound before him and he had the clear upper hand, she was startled by a shifting of weight on the mattress and the warm caress of hands on her legs, down her thighs to her knee, massaging her calf muscle before finally reaching her ankle.


  Her eyes flew open in shock. Here she’d been on the verge of confessing her love to him and he was simply continuing to tie her up.


  But, oh, wasn’t it just the most lovely sensation, feeling him spread her thighs apart wider, watching him bend over to press a hot kiss to the needy flesh between her thighs right before he moved his concentration back to the fabric around her ankle.


  “I love the way you taste,” he said almost as if in passing, and when his tongue licked over her again in a sinful assault on her every sense, she would have come off the bed if she hadn’t been tied to it.


  “So lovely,” he murmured against her slick heat. “Always so responsive for me.”


  She moved her free leg to open herself to him even more.


  “Only one limb left,” he said softly and she was just on the verge of processing what he was saying, the fact that she was almost entirely bound, when his tongue speared inside of her.


  Everything in her body coiled into that one spot that was about to explode and she stopped breathing, stopped thinking, couldn’t have remembered to be scared for the life of her, even as he shifted again and tied up her other ankle.


  But he didn’t give her synapses any time to start firing again, because as soon as she was fully bound, his mouth was back there, between her thighs, giving her more pleasure than any woman had surely ever known before.


  And then she wasn’t fighting her ties to try and get away from the wicked stroke of his tongue, the diabolical thrust of his fingers inside her clenching heat, she wasn’t even struggling because she was at all scared...no, she was tugging and pulling against her bonds for the simple reason that it felt good, so good to know that she was giving herself over, one hundred percent—every ounce of all of her faith and trust—to the man she loved. He’d already made her come twice, but it didn’t matter, because she already knew she’d never, ever have enough of him.


  She could hear moaning, begging, in the room, but she was so far gone that by the time she realized she was the person making those desperate noises, her world was being split apart by a pleasure so intense only one thing had any chance of remaining.


  “Love.”


  The word fell from her lips again and again until Chase was there with her, until his mouth was saying the same word against hers and then they were kissing and he was inside of her, thick and hot and so wonderfully big she felt like she might burst from how full her body, her chest, her heart, felt as he loved her. She couldn’t wrap her arms or legs around him, but somehow, she felt closer to him than she ever had before as he lifted up onto his knees and slid up so that she could look down her naked body, slick with her sweat and his, too.


  “Look at how lovely you are, Chloe. Look at how brave you are.”


  He hadn’t pushed her earlier when the word love had slipped out of its own volition, he’d simply let her fear dissolve all on its own.


  Her thighs were spread far enough apart by his bindings that she could easily see his shaft, slick with her arousal, sliding slowly in, then out of her.


  The act was impossibly beautiful.


  Shockingly sensual.


  “How can you be the one who’s bound,” he said in a voice that shook, “and yet I’m the one who’s utterly helpless?”


  She’d never known a man to be so honest with his feelings, with his emotions. She hadn’t thought it was even possible.


  Chase was so much more than her knight in shining armor.


  He was her own personal miracle.


  “I love you.” Happiness flooded her alongside the incredible pleasure. “I love you so much.”


  So quickly she wasn’t sure how he did it, he pulled her bindings loose and then they were wrapped around each other and Chase was rolling them over so that she was straddling him, looking down at the man who had managed to find a heart so deeply buried she hadn’t even known it was there anymore.


  In the end, it was the look in his eyes of love—a love that promised forever, a love that would never, ever let her down—that pushed her all the way over the edge.


  Straight into Chase’s loving arms.


  Chapter Nineteen


   


  Chloe woke up with her legs entwined with Chase’s and his eyes on her as he propped himself up on his elbow. “Good morning.”


  She felt sleepy and warm and impossibly content. “Hi.”


  Chase gently stroked the hair back from her forehead with his free hand, but even though his touch was gentle, even though she was still pushing sleep away, she could feel how tense he was.


  Their night had been so incredible, start to finish, she’d barely been able to keep up with it, with the incredible pleasure of simply being with Chase.


  The perfect, romantic dinner.


  The fun game of bocce ball.


  And then lovemaking so sinful yet sweet, so totally beyond any ecstasy she’d ever thought to experience.


  “I love you.”


  The tiniest bit of tension went out of his expression, out of his muscles, as he smiled down at her, then pressed his mouth to hers in a gentle kiss that somehow managed to steal her breath away without even trying.


  She shifted on the bed so that she was sitting up against the headboard. The sheet didn’t cover her breasts, but the last thing she was thinking about was modesty. She could feel herself stalling, hated that she was making things even more tense...but everything she was feeling had come on so suddenly that she was only just barely managing to process her emotions as they flooded through her.


  “I don’t want you to go.” Chase’s passionate words resonated all the way down to the very depths of her soul. “I love you.” He slid his hands over hers. “You love me.”


  “Chase, I—”


  He pressed one finger over her lips. “Please, just let me say one more thing.”


  She paused, then nodded.


  “I know you want to prove some things to yourself. But you don’t have one single thing to prove. You’re an incredible woman, the sweetest, strongest person I’ve ever been fortunate to know. I don’t have one single doubt that you can take care of the things you want to take care of by yourself.” He caressed her cheek and she had to turn her face into his warmth. His love. “Let me help you. Let me be there for you. Let me be there beside you. Let me be your strength in numbers.”


  All night long as she’d slept in his arms, her subconscious had been spinning, working to figure out how she was going to deal with everything. And for the past four days she’d been basking in wonder at the sweetness in every one of Chase’s smiles, at the heat of his kisses, at how good she felt with him, at how wonderful and unexpected his words of love were. She’d tried to convince herself that leaving was still the right plan, that it was something she had to do to know her own strength.


  But love—the love she could no longer deny feeling for Chase—had changed everything.


  Especially her stubborn belief that she needed to go it alone to prove that she was strong, to prove that she wasn’t a victim. Who was she kidding? Only a fool would walk away from this man.


  She’d been a fool once before. But she’d learned from her mistakes: She wasn’t going to turn away from a love this pure, this real.


  “That first night you found me,” she said softly, “I knew I would never trust a man again. I knew it wasn’t even possible. But then you walked into my life and turned it completely upside down. And suddenly, everything I knew, everything I believed came into question.” She shook her head. “I didn’t want to ask myself those questions. I didn’t want to make the mistake of hoping again. I didn’t want to end up believing in the wrong thing again. It was easier, so much easier, just to cling to those old feelings. It was easier to tell myself—to tell you—that our connection was just physical. Somehow I had to find a way I could justify not denying myself your touch, your kisses.”


  Chloe realized it was just as well that she was naked with Chase on the bed as she confessed her innermost thoughts, her final secrets. She was done hiding anything from him. From here until forever, she’d willingly give him her body. Her heart.


  And her soul.


  “All along I think I knew our connection went way beyond physical. All along I think I knew nothing would be able to stop me from falling in love with you. No matter how many times I tried to tell myself that I was going to leave, that I needed to leave, that striking out on my own was the only option, another piece of my heart broke just trying to imagine leaving you. I thought being strong meant going solo, meant standing on my own two feet without needing anything or anyone to lean on, but then I heard you talk about your family, I watched you with Marcus and I saw the way you work as a team with your crew. You showed me that the real strength comes from learning how to trust again. You make me want to be brave enough to love again.”


  Chloe moved closer to Chase, the sheet falling completely off her lap as she went to her knees in front of him on the bed, his hands held tightly up against her heart.


  “I still want to be stronger, I still want to be a better person...but when I’m with you, I’m already the strongest, the best I’ve ever been. Your love makes me feel like I just might find the woman I’ve been searching for inside myself all these years.” Her tears were falling now, one after the other, as she professed the truth of her feelings. “I know we need to leave this fantasy world soon, but I don’t want to leave you. Not now. Not ever.”


  Her heart pounded hard, so ridiculously hard, as she waited for him to respond to her heart laid out bare before him, practically raw and beating on the soft white sheets.


  But he didn’t say anything at all, this incredible man she loved so much. He simply lifted her on to his lap and held her.


  As all of her dreams finally came true, Chloe wanted to laugh with the joy of it all. She wanted to cry tears of appreciation for the little girl inside who had never been able to give up the dream of warmth.


  And she wanted to love the man who held her heart with his.


  Making her choice, she nipped at his lips with her teeth, once, then twice, then a third time. With each love-bite she could feel him growing bigger, thicker, against her groin.


  She didn’t think, didn’t have to worry about hiding any of her desires anymore, as she lifted herself up just enough to come over his erection, then lowered herself down over his thick shaft. He was big, but she was already more than ready for him, had been from the moment “Good morning” had left his lips.


  And still, even as she could feel how hard it was for Chase to hold onto his control, he let her lead their lovemaking. But, oh, how she’d loved making him lose control. And how desperately she wanted him to lose hold of that control again and again until there was no more thinking, no more chances for either of them to stop and think and worry.


  “Last night,” she said as she lifted nearly all the way off of his rock-hard shaft, “do you remember when I had you in my mouth?”


  She slid back down on to him and he pulsed hard within her, nearly setting off her own answering explosion.


  “You were so gorgeous like that, Chloe.”


  Each word sounded pained, she thought, as she slowly lowered herself back down onto him. “Which part did you like best?” she asked in her most innocent voice. “Having me on my knees in front of you?” She blinked at him, eyes wide. “Or was it watching yourself slide in and out of my mouth, watching my lips stretch wide to take all of you in?”


  She felt it then, the vibration of a growl that started in the bottom of his lungs before erupting against her mouth as he covered her lips with his and kissed her hard.


  Another second found her on her back, her arms pulled over her head and held in place by one of his hands at her wrists. Again and again he drove into her, and she wrapped her legs around his waist to take him deeper, then deeper still.


  She wasn’t even the slightest bit afraid of the way he was holding her, but before she could tell him just how good it was, how close she was to coming apart, he stilled inside of her.


  “I don’t ever want to take anything you don’t want to give. But I want you too bad, need you too much, not to lose control one day.”


  She loved that he was so careful with her heart even when their bodies were on the verge of going completely out of control. And yet, she knew better now than to need these pauses. She didn’t need him to reassure her anymore that she was safe with him.


  “I love it when you lose control. I love knowing I can do that to you. I love knowing that I can share all of my fantasies with you, that sometimes you’ll tie me up and other times you’ll be the one bound and waiting for me to lick every inch of your body.”


  “I’ll never forgive myself if I step over the line, Chloe.”


  “No lines, Chase. No boundaries. We don’t need them, I know that now, not when love is what’s behind every kiss—” She pressed her lips to his. “—not when love is what prompts every bite—” She nipped at his shoulder, then laved the small hurt with her tongue. “—not when love is what has me begging you to take me harder. Faster.” She clenched her inner muscles on him to reinforce her point.


  She looked into the beautiful green eyes that had always looked at her with wonder, with laughter...and with love.


  “I’m putty in your hands. And I love it. Take me, Chase. Turn me inside out.” She licked across his lips before adding, “Cross a line. I dare you.”


  As soon as her challenge sounded in the room, everything became a blur as he spun her on the bed so that her hands and knees were under her.


  Oh God, she thought as he came into her from behind. She tightened her fist into the sheets and held on for dear life as he pounded her again and again, his hands moving from her hips to her breasts and then back down between her legs in a perfect path of pleasure. How she loved it when he sprinted right over the lines and reduced her boundaries to smithereens.


  Chloe no longer had any fears of being controlled and Chase no longer held back to make sure he didn’t push her too far. All that remained was the sweet ecstasy of trust.


  And pure love.


   


  * * *


   


  After a shower so long and wonderful that the water had turned cold by the time Chase finally washed the shampoo out of Chloe’s hair, she told him, “I’m going to call the police and file a report. I’m also going to get a restraining order. I know I should have called right away. It wasn’t that I was ashamed to tell the police what happened to me. I know that I have nothing to be ashamed of.” Her eyes darkened as she said, “I just kept thinking I should have been smart enough to see it coming, that if I’d only realized how unhinged, how angry he was about me leaving him, then surely I could have made sure he couldn’t hurt me.”


  If he ever came face to face with her ex-husband, Chase didn’t have the first clue how he’d stop himself from killing the bastard.


  “You’re so good, so sweet, so strong that you can do absolutely anything you want, Chloe. Anything but blame yourself for other people’s weaknesses.”


  “I know that now.”


  Last night at dinner, he hadn’t shown her all the pictures he’d taken of her. Now, he went to his camera bags and pulled out another set of photos. “I took these. For evidence.”


  She took them from him and quickly looked through the different shots he’d surreptitiously taken of her bruise during that first day. “I should have thought to ask you to take these for me. But I—” She stopped, took a deep breath. “I wasn’t ready to think about what I needed to do.” Her smile was small, but it was there, at least for a brief moment. “Thank you for being smart enough to take these, to plan ahead when I couldn’t.” She reached out her hand to him. “Will you come sit with me while I make the phone call?”


  Chase was a breath away from telling her that he would do more than sit with her for a phone call. He and his brothers would make sure, in no uncertain terms, that her ex would never come near her again.


  Instead, he walked with her into the kitchen, handed her the phone, and held her hand the entire time. When the call finally came to an end, Chloe looked shaken.


  “Have I told you how brave you are yet this morning?”


  “I love you, too,” was her response.


  He pulled her onto his lap and wanted to hold her like that forever. But the quiet left her far too susceptible to replaying over and over in her head what she’d just told the police.


  “I finally get to have breakfast with you.”


  She lifted her head from his chest in surprise. “Breakfast?”


  “You’re about to be blessed by another of my talents.”


  He raised his eyebrows in a faux-lecherous way to remind her exactly what talent she’d just been party to experiencing. He missed her warmth, her softness, when she slid off his lap, but he was beyond glad to see her smile back as he slipped on a flowery apron.


  “I swear I won’t say a single thing about marshmallows,” she said with a giggle as he turned so that she could tie it in the back for him.


  When he turned back to her, her eyes were dancing, thank God.


  “Definitely still Hotstuff.” She reached for a pair of scissors from the butcher block on the kitchen island. “How about I go pick some pretty flowers to match your very pretty apron?”


  She jumped out of his reach before he could give her beautifully curvaceous rear a smack. Loving the sound of her laughter, he said, “Little Red better go before the wolf shows her he’s hungry for more than pancakes.”


  Her lingering laughter, along with the words, “Promises, promises,” followed her out the front door.


  Chase stared after her for several beats, so incredibly thankful for all the blessings in his life, the biggest one of all being the woman he loved.


  She’d told him this morning that she wasn’t worried about his stepping over the lines—no, she hadn’t just told him with words, she’d showed him with her body what she wanted to give, what she wanted him to take—but he knew there were bound to be times when he made her mad, when he acted on her behalf without thinking. Lord knew he and his brothers had done that enough times with his sisters, all in the name of protection. Not just because they were older and felt they knew best.


  But even though Chase knew he and Chloe were bound to butt heads in the future, he also knew their love was strong enough to survive a little conflict.


  And boy, oh boy, was the making-up part of their future “discussions” about boundaries going to be fun. He was grinning as he grabbed flour from the pantry, then reached into the fridge for eggs and milk.


  First, he was going to blow her mind with the pancakes...and then he was going to blow her mind in an entirely different way that would have her forgetting about breakfast altogether.


  Chapter Twenty


   


  Chloe had been dreading making that phone call to the police for so long that she’d assumed her stomach would be in knots for hours, if not days afterward. But she didn’t feel weak or shaky. Just the opposite. She felt so much lighter now, like she could sprint up the mountain and not even be winded when she got to the top.


  The lavender planted in front of the guest house was in full bloom and she could smell it as the sun warmed her and the flowers and the grapes growing on the vines all around the stunning Napa Valley property. Smiling, she moved to the plant with her scissors and had just started cutting a thick bunch when she heard a sudden sound behind her.


  The instant it took her brain to realize that Chase wouldn’t be sneaking up on her was a moment too long to jump out of the way of the hand that came down over her mouth.


  The scissors fell out of her hand as a man yanked her hard against his body. “You little bitch, I saw you in there playing house with that guy.”


  Dean.


  How had he found her here?


  Chloe worked to still the panic inside. If she let fear rule her, she wouldn’t be able to think straight enough to fight back. To fight for the life she deserved.


  In place of fear, she let fury fly free.


  Because she wasn’t going to run this time.


  No, she was never running again.


  Her ex-husband’s hand was smooth and sweaty across her face as he hissed in her ear, “Are you begging him to do all those dirty things to you, you filthy slut?”


  He was even angrier today than he’d been at her apartment. His pride had to be pretty badly battered at the way she’d knocked him out with the paint can. And after living with him for so many years, Chloe knew how his brain worked: He figured since she hadn’t gone to the cops yet that she must be too scared to tell anyone what he’d tried to do to her.


  She knew what he expected her to do. He expected her to take what he gave her. He expected her to cower. Just like she must have all those years they were together. He hadn’t even needed to use force during their marriage to get her to surrender her power to him. All he’d needed to do was look at her like she wasn’t worth a damn thing...and she’d believed him.


  Well, she knew a hell of a lot better now what she was worth. And who she was.


  Using his underestimation of her to her benefit, Chloe bit down on his palm as hard as she could. She tasted his blood in her mouth as he screamed in pain.


  Taking her chance, she kicked behind her, hoping she was nailing his family jewels, and dove for the scissors.


  Chloe almost had them when her hair was yanked back, hard enough for tears to spring to her eyes. Somehow she bit back her whimper of pain, knowing now that Dean would get off on that.


  “I tracked down your car and bribed the tow truck driver to tell me where he picked it up,” he bragged. “But I didn't think you'd already be in the sack with some guy when I got here.” He yanked her hair again, hard enough that her vision almost went black with pain. “Tell me what he's doing to you. Now!”


  She knew what would happen if she told him the truth. He’d hit her again. She could see how much he wanted to do it.


  Oh God, it had hurt so much the first time, but Chloe knew all she needed was to get a few inches closer to the scissors. And then she’d make damn sure the tables were turned.


  Permanently.


  Moving her mouth up into an insolent smirk, she said, “You couldn't handle knowing how good he is. How much better than you.”


  Just as she’d expected, his fist came at her. Only this time, she wasn’t afraid, wasn’t simply trying to get away like she had that horrible night when he’d come at her in his apartment. She wasn’t able to move far enough to avoid his punch, but the shock of being hit paled against the victory of grasping the scissors in her fingers a few seconds later.


  His fist was halfway to her face again when she ducked, turned, and aimed the sharp tip of the blades at the man she’d once made vows to in front of her family, all because she hadn’t been brave enough to trust her own heart.


  She finally trusted it, damn it. And she wasn’t going to let anyone take the love she deserved away from her.


  As she nailed him with the tip of the sharp scissors right beside the dark bruise and cut she’d left him with when he’d attacked her in her apartment, Dean’s screech of pain had him stumbling back…straight into Chase’s path.


  Chase’s fist landed square in the middle of her ex-husband’s jaw, the crack of bone against bone sounding loud and horrible in the once tranquil vineyard.


  Dean’s eyes actually crossed as he stumbled back, but Chase didn’t stop there, just kept slamming his fist into her ex-husband’s face again and again until he looked like a bobble-head doll with his head wobbling around on top of his skinny neck.


  A voice in Chloe’s head—a fairly small, quiet voice—told her she should stop Chase before he did permanent damage. But before she could, Dean’s legs fell out from beneath him.


  He hit the ground hard and she expected him to be unconscious, given the loud sound his skull made when it landed in the dirt, but he still blinked up at her, groaning as a line of blood trailed from his mouth.


  Chase was down on the ground beside him, his hand around Dean's throat, a moment later. “Apologize to Chloe.”


  She’d never seen Chase like this, with his control frayed and torn. Yes, she’d known all along just how strong, how powerful her lover was, but it was still amazing to watch him protect her like this.


  When her ex didn’t say sorry fast enough, Chase tightened his hand around his throat to the point where he started coughing.


  “I’m going to give you one last chance to apologize to her.”


  Dean’s eyes started to roll back in his head, but Chase wouldn’t let him pass out, shaking him until he groaned again.


  “Apologize right now. Or else.”


  The menace in Chase’s low-pitched voice had Dean’s eyes opening and his gaze locking with hers.


  “I’m sorry, Chloe.”


  She couldn’t speak, could only nod.


  Dean started to pass out again, but Chase shook him. “You’re not done yet, asshole.”


  She’d never seen her ex-husband look so miserable. His face was bloody and bruised, he was crying, and he had dirt smeared in with the snot running from his nose.


  “Are you ever going to come near her again?”


  Chase emphasized his question by banging Dean’s skull into the dirt a few times.


  “No.” Dean was sniveling now. “Never. I’ll never bother her again.”


  His eyes finally rolled all the way back in his head and he went out. Cold.


  Chloe was staring down at her ex-husband, lying on the ground, looking smaller to her than he ever had before, when Chase’s fingers brushed warm and gentle across her smarting cheek.


  She turned her gaze to him as he pulled her into his arms. “Chloe, sweetheart. He hit you. Again.”


  But she didn’t care about her own face, not when she could still hear the shockingly loud crunching of bones smashing together each time Chase had nailed Dean with his fist.


  “Please tell me you didn’t hurt your hand.”


  “I’m made of steel, not marshmallows, remember?” he said with a small smile. “It’s going to take more than a few punches to hurt my knuckles.” She could feel the anger, the fear for her safety, radiating off him. “Bloody hands are well worth the satisfaction of making sure he never comes near you again.”


  She knew Chase wanted to do more damage to Dean to make up for what her ex-husband had done to her—not just the bruise on her cheek, but for years of controlling her...and not loving her right.


  Chloe pulled both of Chase’s hands into hers and held them over her heart. “You said you would do anything for me.”


  “Anything,” he confirmed.


  “He isn’t worth it. He isn’t worth any more of your anger. He isn’t worth hurting your hands on his hard head when you need those fingers and knuckles working perfectly so that you can take your beautiful pictures. I want you to let the police take it from here.”


  A loud frustrated breath whooshed out of Chase’s beautiful mouth. “It’s going to kill me to let him walk away, Chloe. To know that he’s hurt you and hasn’t paid for it.”


  “But you will, won’t you? You’ll walk away. For me.”


  She watched him battle within himself, loving him even more for the way he wanted to take care of her.


  Finally, he said what she’d known he would: “Anything, sweetheart. I’d do anything for you.”


  She went on her toes so that her mouth was a breath from his. “I know. And I’ll do anything for you.” She pressed her lips to his, then whispered, “Everything.”


  A few seconds later, she took the cell phone he handed her and called the police, telling them to come right away. And although she wouldn’t let Chase tear Dean apart the way he clearly wanted to, she had no issues whatsoever with letting him tie her ex up with some heavy-duty rope. Tight enough that Dean came to.


  Ignoring his groans, Chloe and Chase moved to the porch, where they kept an eye on him while they waited for the cops to arrive. She knew he didn’t want to leave her for more than a few seconds and he zipped into the kitchen for ice faster than should have been humanly possible.


  Pulling her onto his lap, he held the ice to her cheek just as he had that first night she’d met him, and softly said, “I’m so sorry, Chloe. I should have been out there with you.”


  “It’s not your fault that he came after me here. Just like you said earlier, neither of us could have known what he was going to do next. But I’m pretty sure he won’t hurt me again.”


  “No,” Chase said in a low voice, “he won’t. Do you know why?”


  “Because he'd like to keep the teeth you left him with. And once he finds out there are five more sets of fists like yours...”


  “You’re right. He’s scared senseless. But not because of what I did, not because of what I said.”


  “What do you mean?”


  He smiled at her, a smile so filled with love—and respect—that it took her breath away. “The reason he won’t hurt you again, sweetheart, is because you had him. You didn’t need me to hit him to make sure he didn’t come at you again. You had already won the battle. The scissors were genius. And perfectly aimed.” He looked a little sheepish. “You didn’t need me to get in the middle of it all—I just couldn’t help myself. Not when I’ve been wanting to get at him all week.”


  Chloe didn’t care that grinning hurt her newly bruised jaw. She couldn’t have held her smile back for anything. Chase believed in her.


  He wasn’t the only one. She finally believed in herself, too.


  “You know what I’ve realized this week?”


  “That I’m a sex god.”


  The laughter that rippled through her felt like it was washing all the hurt, all the pain away.


  “Yes, Hotstuff, you are definitely a sex god. But also, I’ve realized that I like being a team. With you.”


  She’d wasn’t sure she’d ever seen Chase look happier, not even when she’d told him she’d fallen in love with him.


  And she was just as happy. Because she hadn’t just been looking for warmth her whole life…she’d been looking to be part of something bigger than just herself, too.


  A family. She wanted to know she was part of a family that loved her, no matter what.


  Always.


  Forever.


  Just then the sirens blared through the Sullivan Winery gates. Chloe spoke with the police officers and watched them put her ex-husband into the backseat of one of their vehicles.


  “How are you feeling, sweetheart?”


  Chase hadn’t let go of her hand for one single second and as the police cars drove away, she turned into his arms and rested her head against his broad chest.


  “I’m a little sad,” she admitted. “All those years...I keep trying to tell myself none of them were wasted.” She lifted her face to look into his beautiful eyes. “They led me to you, Chase.”


  Before she realized what he was doing, Chase was down on one knee in the middle of the garden. Reaching out for the lavender bush, he pulled off a flowering stem.


  “Chloe Peterson, I love you.”


  She loved hearing those three words that filled her soul with such warmth—and endless happiness. But even if he never said them again, she would know what he felt for her simply by looking into his eyes.


  “Will you marry me?”


  Chloe no longer doubted that she was a strong woman. She also knew she didn’t need to be strong with Chase.


  Which was a very good thing, because her legs suddenly felt weak, her eyes were wet, and it was all she could do just to nod and whisper, “Yes,” as Chase gently wound the lavender around her ring finger.


  And as he stood up and kissed her, Chloe was amazed to realize that her fairytale wasn’t coming to an end, after all.


  It was only just beginning.


  Epilogue


   


  Marcus Sullivan watched the waitstaff circulate through Chase and Chloe’s San Francisco loft with trays loaded with some of his best vintages. They’d announced their engagement a month ago, and tonight they were sharing their joy with the entire Sullivan clan.


  Everyone had cleared or changed their schedules to be here tonight. Even Smith had flown in for the weekend from Italy, where he was shooting a big-budget thriller. Chloe’s parents were clearly overwhelmed, not just from meeting a big movie star, but by the entire Sullivan clan, minus Lori, who had gotten caught late at a video shoot for some hot new pop star. His mother, Mary, had been by the side of Chloe’s folks nearly the entire evening, working overtime to make sure they were comfortable.


  Standing off to the side of the group, Marcus was happy for his brother. Chase had picked a good woman. A perfect woman, really.


  Marcus downed his full glass without tasting it and took another from the young waiter before he could walk away. He never drank to excess. Drunk had never been his style, and given that he was in the wine business, a predilection to over-imbibing would have been more than a health issue, it could prove to be bad for business, too.


  Tonight, however, Marcus, didn’t give a crap about business. Or remaining sober.


  How could Jill have let him walk in and find her with—


  His second glass went down just as fast as the first and he was reaching for his third when he realized his mother was coming toward him.


  Just a handful of minutes ago, she’d told the entire crowd how very thrilled she was to—finally—see one of her brood take the plunge. What she hadn’t said was that she’d always thought her oldest would have been first to the altar.


  Marcus had thought that, too. Now he knew better.


  Now he knew that the past two years of waiting for Jill to be “ready” for the next step had been nothing but a lie.


  Working to head his mother off at the pass, Marcus said, “They’re great together, aren’t they?”


  His mother looked at the happy couple with a smile. “She’s perfect for him. Strong, creative, lovely.”


  Too soon, her eyes were back on him, just in time to watch him down his third glass. His tolerance was higher than most, but he didn’t usually drink that kind of volume that quickly.


  “What’s wrong, honey?”


  “Nothing.”


  But they both knew he was lying.


  Marcus needed to get out of there before he ruined the party. “I’ll be back in the city next weekend. I’ll come by to see you then.”


  His mother put her hand on his arm. “Will Jill be with—”


  Lori flew in through the front door just then, still wearing her dance clothes, before his mother could finish her sentence.


  “Oh my freaking God, I never thought I’d get out of that studio!” In an instant, she zeroed in on the happy couple, exclaiming, “My new sister-to-be!” as she threw her arms around Chloe. “We need to do a big group shot!”


  His mother happily went to give her camera to one of the staff to take pictures of the Sullivans and Petersons. Marcus stood stiffly on the edge of the group, and as soon as the picture-taking was done, he left before anyone could stop him.


  He hadn't had a one night stand in two years, hadn't taken a beautiful, willing stranger to bed for twenty-four wasted months. Like an idiot, he'd given up hot sex for the false promise of love.


  Well, Marcus was a hell of a lot smarter now.


  And, tonight, he was going to make up for lost time.


   


  ~ THE END ~


   


  Please consider leaving a review. Thank you!


   


  * * *


   


  The next three books in Bella Andre’s Sullivan family series are out now!


  FROM THIS MOMENT ON


  (Marcus & Nicola, The Sullivans #2)


   


  CAN'T HELP FALLING IN LOVE


  (Gabe & Megan, The Sullivans #3)


   


  I ONLY HAVE EYES FOR YOU


  (Sophie & Jake, The Sullivans #4)


   


  Watch for Book #5 coming summer 2012


  IF YOU WERE MINE


  (Zach Sullivan’s story)


   


  * * *


   


  Please enjoy the following excerpts from Bella Andre’s books...


   


  FROM THIS MOMENT ON


  Marcus & Nicola ~ The Sullivans #2


  © 2011 Bella Andre


   


  For thirty-six years, Marcus Sullivan has been the responsible older brother, stepping in to take care of his seven siblings after their father died when they were children. But when the perfectly ordered future he's planned for himself turns out to be nothing but a lie, Marcus needs one reckless night to shake free from it all.


  Nicola Harding is known throughout the world by only one name - Nico - for her catchy, sensual pop songs. Only, what no one knows about the twenty-five year old singer is that her sex-kitten image is totally false. After a terrible betrayal by a man who loved fame far more than he ever loved her, she vows not to let anyone else get close enough to find out who she really is...or hurt her again. Especially not the gorgeous stranger she meets at a nightclub, even though the hunger - and the sinful promises - in his dark eyes make her want to spill all her secrets.


  One night is all Nicola and Marcus agree to share with each other. But nothing goes as they plan when instead of simply tangling limbs, they find a deeper connection than either of them could have anticipated. And even though they both try to fight it, growing emotions - and sizzling attraction - keep drawing them closer together.


  Close enough for them to wonder if stealing one more secret moment together can ever be enough?


   


  Enjoy the following excerpt for FROM THIS MOMENT ON...


   


  Marcus Sullivan was known for his patience. After helping to raise his seven siblings, he’d learned to wait out tantrums, fistfights, even tears.


  But tonight, he was all out of patience.


  He’d come to the club tonight to find a woman, to proposition her, to claim her for one no-holds-barred night, but he’d been watching the dancers for long enough to know that he wasn’t going to take a single one of them to bed. None of the women who’d walked in through the thick red curtain in the past thirty minutes had been contenders, either.


  Until, suddenly, the curtain parted…and she walked in.


  Marcus felt like a fist had slammed straight into his gut.


  The woman was young, mid-twenties probably, and so beautiful it almost hurt to look at her. Her black leather dress left nothing to his imagination, fitting her like a second skin with wide cut-outs that ran down the side of her insane curves.


  She was the one.


  As she stood in the doorway and slowly scanned the crowd, every eye in the room was on her. She was magnetic, had that special something that made it impossible to pull your eyes away from her.


  And then her eyes met his, illuminated by a beam of light in the dark room, and although Marcus hadn’t drunk nearly enough at Chase’s engagement party to be unsteady on his feet, one look at those clear blue eyes had him fighting for balance.


  What was wrong with him?


  He needed to remember, at all times, what tonight was about. Pleasure. Not emotion. Not a relationship. It was okay for certain parts of his body below the waist to react like a match had been lit from nothing more than looking at the woman. Everything else was off-limits. He wasn’t looking for a woman to respect.


  And he definitely wasn’t going to fall in love.


  The dangerous curves began to shift beneath the thin layer of leather as she moved straight toward him, never once breaking stride, even in impossibly high heels. Marcus couldn’t miss the challenge in her gaze, a look that asked if he was man enough to handle her.


  He’d always liked his women tall and slim, not barely coming up to his chest like this one. A voice in his head told him she was way too young for him, young enough that if this were any other night, he’d walk away from her now.


  But he wasn’t planning on walking away from whatever this woman offered. Not until first light.


  And definitely not until he’d had his fill of those curves.
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  Gabe & Megan – The Sullivans #3
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  Gabe Sullivan risks his life every day as a firefighter in San Francisco. But after learning a brutal lesson about professional boundaries, he knows better than to risk his heart to his fire victims ever again. Especially the brave mother and daughter he saved from a deadly apartment fire...and can't stop thinking about.


  Megan Harris knows she owes the heroic firefighter everything for running into a burning building to save her and her seven-year-old daughter. Everything except her heart. Because after losing her navy pilot husband five years ago, she has vowed to never suffer through loving - and losing - a man with a dangerous job again.


  Only, when Gabe and Megan meet again and uncontrollable flames of desire ignite between them, how can he possibly ignore her courage, determination, and beauty? And how can she deny not only his strong bond with her daughter…but the way his sweetly sensual kisses are challenging her to risk everything she’s been guarding for so long?


  This winter, if one - or both - of them aren’t careful, they just might end up falling in love.


   


  Enjoy the following excerpt for CAN’T HELP FALLING IN LOVE...


   


  Gabe Sullivan’s captain, Todd, stepped into the room.


  “How’re you feeling, Gabe?”


  “Good, Captain.”


  He moved to sit up straighter on the bed and Todd shook his head. “You’re fine just like that. I know your skull must hurt like hell.” He nodded back to the doorway. “Are you ready to see Ms. Harris and her daughter, Summer?”


  No, he thought, he’d be better off never seeing those eyes again.


  He’d thought about Megan and her daughter one too many times for comfort. Not just because he was reviewing the rescue, trying to look for what he could have done differently, to have gotten them out faster and more safely—but because he hadn’t been able to forget her strength, how hard she’d fought to stay conscious, and what a fighter she’d been every single second of the harrowing journey from her burning apartment.


  Still, he understood that fire victims often felt compelled to say thank you to the men who had saved them. Especially in a case like this, where they’d just barely held death at bay.


  “Sure.” He began to nod, but a sharp shooting pain stopped him halfway into the movement.


  Catching his grimace, Todd said, “I’ll ask Megan and her daughter to come back later.”


  Her name fit her, Gabe had found himself thinking one too many times. Megan was pretty and strong all at the same time. It would be better to think of her as Ms. Harris. Although, he had to wonder, was there a husband? And if so, where had he been during the fire and why wasn’t he here with them now?


  “No,” he said, “it’ll be better if I see them now.”


  She’d say thank you, he’d tell her he was happy to see her and her daughter doing so well, and that would be that. No more being haunted by her eyes, by the surprising strength she’d shown him as she’d crawled on the floor of her apartment and down the stairs.


  A couple of minutes later, Todd walked back in with the mother and daughter. Ignoring the pain in his head, Gabe sat up higher and forced a smile on his face.


  And then, his eyes locked with Megan’s and his smile froze in place.


  My God, he found himself thinking before he could shove the thought away, she’s beautiful.


  The last time he’d seen her face it had been through a thick haze of dark smoke and the knowledge that one wrong move meant their lives were over. Her eyes were just as big and pretty, her limbs looked as lean and strong as they had when he’d been helping to move her along the floor, but now he could see the softness in her, the sweet curves of her breasts and hips in her T-shirt and jeans. He couldn’t stop staring at the startling green of her eyes, the silky dark hair falling across her shoulders, and the way her pretty young daughter was a carbon copy of her, the only difference their hair color, one dark, one light.


  She seemed just as stunned as he and for a long moment, the two of them just stared at each other in silence until her daughter ran over to him and threw her arms around him.
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  Sophie Sullivan, a librarian in San Francisco, was five years old when she fell head over heels in love with Jake McCann. Twenty years later, she’s convinced the notorious bad boy still sees her as the “nice” Sullivan twin. That is, when he bothers to look at her at all. But when they both get caught up in the magic of the first Sullivan wedding, she knows it’s long past time to do whatever it takes to make him see her for who she truly is...the woman who will love him forever.


   


  Jake has always been a magnet for women, especially since his Irish pubs made him extremely wealthy. But the only woman he really wants is the one he can never have. Not only is Sophie his best friend’s off-limits younger sister...he can’t risk letting her get close enough to discover his deeply hidden secret.


   


  Only, when Sophie appears on his doorstep as Jake’s every fantasy come to life—smart, beautiful, and shockingly sexy—he doesn’t have a prayer of taking his eyes, or his hands, off her. And he can’t stop craving more of her sweet smiles and sinful kisses. Because even though Jake knows loving Sophie isn’t the right thing to do...how can he possibly resist?


   


  Enjoy the following excerpt for I ONLY HAVE EYES FOR YOU...


   


  Jake decided to steer completely clear of Sophie for the rest of the wedding. A little distance from all those soft curves and plump red lips would help him get his head back on straight.


  “I’ve got this,” he told Sammy, one of his best bartenders at the original McCann’s in the city. “You can circulate with the trays.”


  Fortunately, the wedding guests were thirsty, clearly needing some vino or hops to wash the taste of the syrupy vows from their tongues. Pouring drinks for strangers was as natural to Jake as breathing, and he immediately got into a rhythm in the middle of the vineyard as the meal was served and people kept a running line behind the bar between courses. He couldn’t remember a time he hadn’t been drying clean glasses, rearranging bottles. As a kid, when his dad had been the one running the taps, Jake had been in the back loading and unloading the dishwasher for a few extra bucks while the cooks at whatever pub they were at slung together plates of fish and chips and colcannon.


  When the female guests flirted with him at the bar, he flirted back. So what if none of them were even half as pretty as Sophie? The Sullivans might be pairing up one after the other like they’d been infected by the same virus, but Jake had had his shots.


  Love wasn’t going to take him down.


  He knew better than to think that love meant a damn thing when the going got rough and it was easier to split. No wife, no kids, plenty of pretty women, but no rings, was what Jake’s future held. He’d play with all the kids the Sullivan clan was bound to pump out, would enjoy being Uncle Jake, but he wouldn’t make the mistake of thinking he’d ever be a good husband or father.


  McCanns didn’t come with those genes.


  “You haven’t had anything to eat yet.”


  The slightly husky female voice reached in and grabbed him a split second before he looked straight into Sophie’s eyes. Her soft sensuality in that pink dress, the sweet smell of her perfume, were a one-two punch straight to a gut that hadn’t yet recovered from watching those tears slip down her cheeks, or the radiant smile that had followed.


  Without waiting for an invitation, she put a full plate on the back table for him and moved around the bar to stand next to him. “Scoot over. I’ll help out while you eat.” She bumped her hip into his, his body not giving a damn that she was OFF LIMITS.


  How could her brothers have let her out looking like this? What were they thinking? Didn’t they care even a little bit about their sister’s welfare?


  While he was standing there losing his mind, Sophie took drink orders and deftly poured glasses of wine and mixed drinks for the wedding guests. She was a librarian, not a bartender. She shouldn’t be so good at serving drinks. And no librarian should ever be this hot, either, Jake thought as he clamped his jaw so tight his temple started throbbing. He’d let her help for five minutes, and then he’d send her back to her table to celebrate with the rest of her family and make sure she stayed there for the rest of the reception.


  Even if he had to tie her to her seat.


  A beer bottle nearly slipped from his grip as Jake was hit with a crystal-clear vision of Sophie in his bed, begging for him to—


  “I hear you’re a librarian. Read any good books lately?”


  Jake surfaced from his triple-X daydream just in time to notice a male guest leaning on the bar and looking down the top of Sophie’s dress.


  She didn’t seem to notice any of that as she smiled back at the guy. She was too innocent to realize when a guy like this was aiming for one thing, and one thing only.


  “Mmm,” she said in that seductive voice, still slightly hoarse from her tears. “I’m always reading great books. What do you like to read?”


  The guy shrugged, not seeming to care that there was a huge backup of thirsty people bottlenecking behind him. “I’m a doct—”


  “What are you drinking?” Jake broke in.


  The guy shot him a look that said, Can’t you see I’m about to score here?


  “Corona,” he said to Jake before turning back to Sophie. “As I was saying, I’m a doctor, so I don’t have too much time to read. But when I do, I usually read medical thrillers.”


  Jake couldn’t believe it when Sophie leaned over the bar and said, “Oooh, how exciting. Medical thrillers always leave me breathless.”


  Didn’t she get that this loser was way beneath her? She should be throwing a drink in his face, not giving him a better view of her body as she leaned down to grab a bottle of beer. Dr. Dickwad looked like he’d hit a home run, was counting the minutes until he could strip that dress from her tanned skin and find out if she tasted as good as she smelled.


  Like hell. Jake would kill him first.


  Jake snatched the bottle from her hand. “Here’s your beer. Time to let everyone else get a drink.”


  He could feel Sophie frowning at him as he pinned the guy with his hardest look. If she couldn’t pick good from bad, he was going to have to save her. Whether she wanted him to or not was irrelevant.


  Although the guy flinched at Jake’s silent promise of violence, it didn’t stop him from saying, “Be sure to save a dance for me, gorgeous,” before he walked away.


  Jake held on to his control by a very thin thread. Nothing would feel better than to jump over the bar and tackle the guy to teach him what happened when he flirted with the wrong girl. A girl who was too sweet, too pretty, too damn perfect for him to ever even think of touching one hair on her head.


  “You’re not dancing with him,” he growled. “Not tonight. Not ever.”


  “I’m a big girl, Jake. I’ll dance with whomever I want.”


  Serving the customer always took priority. But not this time. “Sammy,” he called out across the reception area, motioning for his employee to take over the bar again. He didn’t wait for Sam to make it to the bar before wrapping his hand around Sophie’s wrist and pulling her out from behind the bar. He didn’t stop walking until they were hidden behind a large storage shed, just on the edge of the reception area.


  “You are not getting within a hundred feet of that guy again.”


  Anger flared in her eyes. Eyes that had been full of happy tears, full of pure joy, just a short while ago. “You can’t tell me what to do.”


  “Like hell I can’t.”


  She yanked her arm from his and started to walk away, but he couldn’t let her go. Not when she was bound to do something stupid, like kiss a smarmy doctor. Furious at the picture of anyone else touching Sophie, instead of just grabbing her wrist or her shoulders, this time Jake wrapped his arms all the way around her and pulled her into him. He held her tight, her chest pushing into his forearms, her height matching his so that her hips fit perfectly between his open legs, her soft hips pressing into his groin.


  “Let go of me.”


  “No.”


  The word was muffled by her hair, so soft, so silky against his chin and lips. And the truth was, he couldn’t have let go of her for the world. Not just because he didn’t want that other guy touching her...but because he’d never wanted to hold anyone more than he did Sophie.


  How long had he dreamed of holding her? Too many years to keep count. And yet, he’d never had a clue just how incredibly good she would feel in his arms, her dangerous curves pressed into him, her chest rising and falling against his arms.


  “I’m not going to let you go until you promise me you’ll stay away from him.”


  Now it was her turn to say, “No.”


  He shifted his hand enough to slip a finger beneath her chin and turn her face so that he could look into her eyes. “Promise me, Sophie. It’s for your own good.”


  Sophie yanked her face away from his hand, then her whole body, and when she turned to face him head-on, her eyes were flashing. “I can’t believe you just said that! Especially since you of all people have no idea whatsoever what’s good for me.”


  “Wanna bet?”


  His mouth was on hers before he could put the brakes on his desire.
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