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      Jaxton Harris pushed open a set of heavy wooden doors to the Great Ballroom. The room was lit by one massive, multitiered, crystal chandelier, hanging in the center of the high ceiling. White paper lanterns floated over the rest of the room, adding a dim ambiance. A live band was playing jazz music, and the lead singer had a sexy, smooth voice. The smell of fresh floral arrangements on the center of each table mixed with the various perfumes of fellow partygoers. Glitter of expensive jewels and sequin-clad gowns was only amplified by several large mirrors and floor-to-ceiling windows in the large ballroom.

      Jax walked in, adjusting the uncomfortable mask on his face. Why did he even bother coming to these types of events? Charity.

      A few double takes from other guests made him avert his eyes to the bar. He needed a drink. Being one of the very few Black men at this masquerade ball meant he would most undoubtedly be confused for the help at least once.

      “Whiskey, neat,” he said to the bartender.

      The man grabbed a glass and filled one finger of whiskey in it before handing him the amber liquid. Jax swallowed it down in one gulp, welcoming the burning sensation in his throat. He slammed the empty glass onto the white, marble, bar top that matched the giant ballroom floor.

      “Another. Three fingers this time.”

      He surveyed the room, seeking the best way to serve his time at the function. Several men in tuxedos flaunted their expensive watches while introducing their fellow business acquaintances to their trophy wives, or whoever was most likely their flavor of the month. He couldn’t make out who most of them were from the masks they wore.

      Several tables were filled with guests enjoying gossip. Gold-rimmed china place settings were piled high with expensive fare, and there was more silverware at each setting than any one person would ever need. But proper etiquette—like the difference between a salad and a dinner fork—was something he’d had to learn to make it to the top. Well, almost the top. He would get there soon enough. He just had to follow his plan and stay focused.

      A sea of women wearing silky, sparkling gowns and red lipstick parted, and one woman caught his attention. A barely there black gown hung dangerously low against her back, her brown hair cascading down her bare alabaster skin. Jax admired her curvy ass as she walked through the giant French doors and out onto the balcony. Her hand, painted with nail polish as black as her dress, held an almost empty champagne glass.

      Not wanting to miss his opportunity, he headed toward her, swiping a fresh glass from one of the waitstaff circulating the dining room with a tray full of champagne flutes, then he stepped onto the dark balcony, searching for the mystery woman. It was a warm Friday night in June, and there were only a few guests outside.

      Spotting her facing the view of the Boston skyline while taking the last sip of her drink, he extended the champagne flute to her. “I thought you could use a refill.”

      

      She turned, her bare thigh peeking out from an enticingly high slit in the long gown. She met his gaze, her sultry brown eyes igniting a fire inside him. She set her empty glass on the railing of the balcony before accepting his offering. Instead of the champagne flute, she grabbed his glass of whiskey, brought it to her lips, and took a sip.

      “Thank you.” She turned and looked out toward the skyline once more.

      Jax wasn’t sure what just happened. Did she think he was a waiter? Anger heated his body. She wasn’t worth his time.

      Turning to head back into the ballroom, he paused when she said with a husky voice, “Giving up so easily?”

      Jax turned around and stared at her. She was confident and relaxed, still gazing at the view of twinkling city lights. Maybe he did want to play her game. He took a large sip of champagne, the bubbles tickling his mouth, before stepping up to the railing, beside her.

      “I never give up.”

      She turned to face him. Her black and gold filigree mask with ancient Roman details across the top sparkled in the few lights on the large balcony.

      “I like your disguise,” she said, motioning her hand to the black and silver mask he had chosen that covered most of his face.

      “I like you.” His eyes dipped to admire the low V cut in the front of her dress, which accentuated her perfectly full breasts. Lust and desire churned in his belly, stirring and growing with each second.

      “Hmm. Forward,” she purred, her voice smoldering with possibility.

      His hands itched to touch her. “Dance with me?”

      After draining the last sip of amber liquid, she set the empty glass on the railing.

      He stood mesmerized as she wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed her body against his. Vibrations of need rippled through him as they collided. His hands wrapped around her small frame, pulling her closer. Flames of tension licked the air between them as they swayed to the music.

      Jax had been hot in his stifling tuxedo before, but with her hands against the exposed skin of his neck, he just might combust.

      Reaching both hands to the curves of her hips, he brought her body closer to his as he grinded against her. He needed more. The woman in his arms was sexy and the mask only added to her allure. He couldn’t see her face except for her honey-brown eyes and dark purple lips. It was enough to ignite his body with a fierce longing he had never known. He wanted to suck and bite those plump lips until all the purple lipstick was gone. Something inside him banged in his chest, a warning clamoring around his rib cage, drowned out by the roar of lust.

      She shivered in his arms, as if she were having a similar reaction. Her breasts pressed against his chest as fantasies played out in his mind of all the ways he could take her. His hands grazed her bare skin, fueling the blistering greed, aware that she was nearly naked under the silk. Jax wanted desperately to find out for sure. He wished he could strip it off with nothing between them until his skin was against hers. He searched her eyes, scanning for any sign she wanted him just as badly.

      “Are you here for business or charity?” he asked.

      “Pleasure,” she challenged, looking into his eyes. “You?”

      He smiled and said, “A little of all I suppose.”

      She bit her lip, and that small movement sent a thrill of excitement through him.

      “Do you live in the city?” he asked.

      “Hmm . . . yes and no.”

      Jax furrowed his brow at her cryptic answer. “Care to elaborate?”

      “Let’s make a deal. You get to ask me three questions and I’ll answer them. I get to ask you the same.”

      “Anything?” he asked, several naughty questions suddenly coming to mind.

      “Absolutely anything. Nothing is off-limits.” It was almost as if she was daring him.

      “Deal,” Jax agreed.

      She lifted her chin. “You go first.”

      “Are you single?” Jax might be okay with the occasional hookup or casual fling, but he was never one to encroach on someone else’s relationship.

      “Yes. Are you?”

      “Always. Are you turned on right now?”

      She licked her lips and looked up at him before answering, “Soaked.”

      The desire to take her right here on this balcony while everyone watched was damn near overwhelming. His cock was hard, straining against his zipper.

      He swallowed, trying to regain control of himself. “It’s your turn,” he managed.

      “What is the wildest thing you have ever done?”

      “Uh . . .” He hadn’t done anything crazy in his life. He had strict parents, who would beat his ass if he ever got out of line. Being Black in an almost all-white school meant he’d had more pressure thrust upon him to “behave” a certain way.

      Even in college he was never too crazy. After realizing how boring his life seemed, he got creative with his answer. “I’m hoping tonight will be the wildest, craziest thing I’ve ever done. Maybe you can help with that.”

      She smiled and laughed. “I like your answer. Last question.”

      Jax grinned. “What’s your fantasy?”

      She blinked twice, the only tell that she was surprised by his question. He guessed if he removed the mask she was wearing, he would see a tinge of pink on her creamy skin.

      “You want to know my fantasy?”

      “Yes,” he said, finding it more difficult to breathe by the second.

      “I want . . . to be tied up.” She moved her lips to his ear and whispered, “I want to be so completely out of control that I have no choice but to enjoy every minute of it. I want . . .” She trailed off, her breaths increasing and thrusting the swell of her breasts into his chest. “I want you to take control until I beg for you to stop.”

      She pulled away, and Jax no longer doubted she wanted to spend the night with him too. He’d never been so turned on in his life. He might die if he didn’t get this woman alone.

      Her lips parted in invitation as she stared at his mouth. He leaned forward and kissed her. A warm sensation flooded his body, instantly seizing control. He deepened the kiss, sliding his tongue in, coaxing, and tangling with hers like two hot flames flickering to life. She met his hunger with her own urgency. She tasted like whiskey and the promise of sex.

      Her hands gripped his neck tighter as she grinded against his body. Jax wanted her. Needed her. Now.

      She broke the kiss and breathlessly asked, “Last question. Want to get out of here?”

      It was as if she had read his thoughts.

      “Yes,” Jax said without hesitation. “I have a room?” he suggested.

      “Perfect.”

      He grabbed her hand, admiring the sly smile spreading across her face as she bit her bottom lip. He had plans for those lips, and he wouldn’t stop until every bit of her lipstick was smeared onto some part of his body.

      He pulled her hand through the crowd of guests just as a keynote speaker stopped the music and tapped on the microphone. Jax didn’t care. There was only one thing on his mind in that moment, and it overrode his senses. He had one goal, and his target was set on this mystery woman like a heat-seeking missile. He led her to a private elevator and used his black key card to activate it, then pushed the button for the penthouse suite he’d reserved for the night. Jax turned to look at her, and she met his gaze. He still held her hand, a tease when he wanted to touch and explore every part of her naked skin. Their sexual tension was making it hard to breathe.

      No longer able to restrain himself, Jax picked her up in one quick motion so that her legs wrapped around his body before his mouth smashed onto hers. She moaned into his mouth as he deepened the kiss, and grazed her teeth along his bottom lip.

      The elevator dinged and the doors opened. He groaned, then carried her through the spacious entryway to his suite.

      “Drink?” he asked.

      “Bedroom.”

      “I like a woman who knows what she wants,” he said, carrying her past the dimly lit living room and kitchen, and into the master bedroom. He flipped the switch for the gas fireplace, thankful he had left the ambient music playing on the built-in sound system.

      Jax set her down. She stood in front of the bed, facing him. Her breasts swelled with each quickened breath. A flicker of hesitation flashed in her eyes before she smiled and reached behind her neck, pulling the straps of her dress undone. Blinded by white-hot lust, his eyes locked on her in awe and fascination as the silky-smooth dress slipped to the ground. Exposing her lush handful of breasts and the rest of her bare body, it confirmed his suspicions—she was naked underneath the dress. Fuck. She stood perfectly stripped except for her face hidden by the mask—Aphrodite sent straight from Mount Olympus.

      His eyes caressed and memorized every inch of her curvy body—the peaks of her breasts that he wanted to suck and palm, the juicy thick thighs that he couldn’t wait to wrap around his body again.

      “I think I may be in love.”

      She laughed. “Your turn.”

      Jaxton didn’t waste another minute. He tore off the bow tie, then threw his jacket into a crumpled pile on the floor. He slipped his cuff links into his pocket and started to unbutton his shirt, but he only got one undone before she spoke.

      “May I?” Her eyes as dark as midnight locked with his.

      He nodded.

      The mystery woman stepped out of her black heels before moving closer. He could see clearly over her head and would now have to bend forward to kiss her. He liked that. She ran her hands up his chest to the buttons and started to undo them expertly. How many men had come before him? A sour feeling burned in his stomach. He shook the thought from his mind. It didn’t matter because she was his for tonight.

      Jax took the opportunity to run his hands down her hips and around the curve of her ass, fueling the ache that throbbed in his pants. Her skin was creamy perfection.

      After pulling the white starched fabric from his body and revealing his toned abs and tattooed arms, she gasped and licked her lips.

      “Do you like what you see?” he asked with a chuckle.

      “Mm-hmmm.” She moaned, biting her lip again.

      His body ignited, needy and desperate. No longer able to restrain himself, he was powerless with the savage need to possess her. He pulled her into his arms and kissed her, his mouth at war, sucking the offending lip before raking his teeth against it. She whimpered as she ran her hands over his shoulders and down his abs before undoing his belt. Her arousal permeated the room, stirring his lust. He had a feeling he would never be the same after tonight.

      Warnings echoed in his mind, but his own greed for pleasure overrode them, drowning them out the second his pants fell to the ground. He stepped out of them, falling on top of her on the bed. She gripped the band of his briefs, tugging them lower on his hips. He lifted himself up, helping her slide them down until they, too, flopped onto the ground.

      They were a sensual knot of mouths and tongues, hands and skin, twisting and tangling together in frantic, frenzied gasps, nips, and caresses. She was his drug, and he was her addict.

      Jax kneaded her breasts with his palms before using his mouth on one of her erect pink nipples. His hand skated down her soft belly, his fingertips teasing the sensitive skin between her thighs. He dipped two fingers in, coating them in her juices as he found her sweet spot. She shivered and gripped his shoulders tighter, as if she, too, was afraid of this energy between them. Her moans created a map of her pleasure, guiding him. It made him want to give her more, to give her everything, to become an expert in her desire.

      Jaxton had experienced his fair share of one-night stands. His life was about his career, and that didn’t leave time for romantic relationships. This was the most exhilarating encounter he’d ever had. And they hadn’t even gone beyond foreplay yet.

      He couldn’t get enough of her kisses, her moans, and her soft body against his hardness. Usually, he would take his time, exploring every inch of a woman, pleasing her in every way she would let him. This time, there was an urgency to be inside of this mysterious beauty—as though she could slip through his fingers like quicksand and disappear at any moment. Jax didn’t even know her name and she’d made him feel things no other woman before had—spinning him in a web of desire, reeling him closer to the wildfire of promise.

      Overpowering his own demand for release, he drowned in the urgency to send her flying.

      Her body tensed and her fingernails dug into his flesh as she shuddered around him. He pulled his fingers from her wetness, bringing them to his own mouth, tasting her.

      “So fucking sweet.”

      She moaned in response, reaching out to wrap her hand around his cock. He pulsed and groaned, his blinding unbridled pleasure and torment building. He wanted to get lost in this woman and take her every way she would let him. One night would never be enough. But it was all he had, so he better make the most of it. Tension throbbed, making it damn near painful with each second he was not inside her.

      He needed to fuck her and get it out of his system because he had no room for uncomfortable sensations such as attachment. He couldn’t afford to feel this way about someone. But stopping seemed like the ultimate form of torture, and he wasn’t a masochist.

      “I have to be inside of you,” he said, his lust boiling over.

      She swallowed before asking, “Condom?”

      “Always.” Jax leaned over the bed, reaching to grab a foil packet from his wallet.

      He took off his mask before rolling the latex on, hazy with tension. He climbed back onto the bed and spread her thighs apart, nudging his tip at her hot entrance. Ready to put an end to his misery, he gripped her hips, preparing to thrust inside.

      She gasped. “Oh my God!”

      He smirked. “My friends call me Jax, but I’ll take it.”

      “I know,” she said.

      Jax stopped, his eyebrow rising. “You know me?”

      She pulled the black and gold mask from her face, the fireplace illuminating her lust-swollen lips.

      Jax froze in shock before raking both hands over his face. “Fuck.”

      “We still could,” she offered with a sly smile, need and amusement burning in her eyes.

      Jax jumped out of the bed, turning his back on her as he yanked on his clothes.

      “What are you doing? Jax, it’s not a big deal. Relax.”

      He looked at her for a second before blocking his view with his hand. “Harper, please put some clothes on.”

      “That isn’t what you asked me a minute ago,” she teased.

      Jax didn’t find one thing about the situation funny. “That was before I knew you were my best friend’s little sister and my boss’s daughter. Damn it!” He pinched the bridge of his nose.

      Harper got up and pulled on her clothes, fumbling to tie her dress. An embarrassed flush deepened in her cheeks and ran down the neck he was just kissing.

      “Sorry I was such a disappointment.” She grabbed her shoes and ran toward the elevator, making a quick getaway.

      Jax bounded around the corner, following. “Harper, we need to talk about this!”

      The elevator doors shut before Jaxton could get there in time.

      “Fuck!” he yelled.

      How the hell was he going to fix this? How had he come so close to ruining all he had worked for in one night? And more importantly, how had Harper, younger half sister of his best friend, River Parker, grown into such a sexpot?
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      Jax jolted awake. He grabbed his phone and swiped. His heart sank with disappointment and unease when his best friend’s name flashed across the screen rather than River’s little sister’s name. Had Harper called her brother and told him everything?

      River: Hey, bro. I got to Vermont. This place is way out in the sticks. Give me a quick call? Got a few questions.

      Panic seized his chest, twisting his guts into tiny intricate knots. Jax, River, and Ethan had been best friends since high school. And he didn’t want to ruin their friendship over the fact that Jax had nearly had a one-night stand with Harper. Nearly. He hadn’t known it was her, so he technically hadn’t done anything wrong. He’d learned his lesson and would be checking the identity of any woman he was with in the future.

      He wrote a text to Harper instead of replying to River.

      Jax: Harper, we need to talk about last night.  How about you meet me for coffee?

      Hours went by without a response. River texted and called two more times, but Jax ignored them. He needed to talk to Harper and see what she’d told River first. Flashes of her naked body twisted around him and possessed his thoughts. He could still taste her on his tongue. Guilt and lust blurred together, ignited by the forbidden fantasy.

      Hours went by before she responded.

      Harper: Okay.
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      Later that evening, Jax stood in line at Tatte Bakery and Café while waiting for Harper to meet him.

      Jax: What should I order you?

      Harper: Surprise me.

      Jax smiled at her interesting choice of words.

      He would never in a million years have thought River Parker’s baby sister would have grown into the woman he’d met at the masquerade ball. The last time he’d seen her was at her high school graduation. It had been five years of somehow avoiding running into each other. She’d taken some time off after college to travel around the world.

      River Parker flashed on the caller ID. Guilt weighed heavily on his shoulders for having ignored his friend’s calls and texts earlier that day. I should just get this over with. Tell him I’ll call him back.

      “Hey, man,” Jax answered.

      “Hey, bro. I thought you’d dropped off the face of the earth,” River joked.

      “Nah. I’ve just had a lot going on. You know how it is,” Jax answered vaguely.

      “Yeah? Work stuff or personal?”

      “What about you? How is Vermont? Isn’t that a part of Canada? Do they speak English there, or French?” Jaxton asked, forcing a laugh and deflecting his friend’s question.

      “No. I’m still in the States, smart-ass. Pretty close to Canada though. It sure is different here.”

      River had an unusual smile in his voice. “Yeah? Well, when you get back, shoot me a text and we can meet up. Hope you’re staying in shape. The guys at practice missed you.”

      “You know I am. Sounds good . . . I met someone,” River admitted.

      “All the way up there in Vermont? Is she a local?” Jax asked, cautiously. Long-distance relationships rarely worked out. Never mind the fact that David Parker, River’s father and their boss, was grooming his son to take over the company. River couldn’t do that if he was distracted.

      “Yeah, she owns the inn I’m staying at.”

      “I’m happy for you, man. Can’t wait to meet her,” Jax half-lied.

      “Yeah, hopefully. Just getting to know her, but there’s something different about her.”

      He laughed. “Oh boy, you’re in deep.”

      River chuckled. “You sure you’re okay? Anything I can help you with?”

      Jax looked up as Harper strutted into the café in skintight jeans, her wavy brown hair tucked behind her ears. She scanned the room, her loose flowing shirt showed the right amount of cleavage to draw his attention, and to remind him of how those soft peaks tasted in his mouth.

      “Nah, bro. I’m good.”

      Harper’s eyes landed on him, and she headed in his direction with just a hint of pink in her cheeks. Was she blushing or was that left over from his beard? “Hey.”

      “Is that Harper?” River asked through the phone.

      Panicked seized his chest. “Look, I’m at a café and gotta put my order in. I’ll talk to you soon.” He ended the call abruptly.

      Harper raised an eyebrow. “My brother, I’m assuming?”

      He slipped his phone in his pocket and stepped to the front of the line to order. “You would be correct.”

      Jax ordered himself a black coffee and some sort of fancy sweet concoction for Harper with two muffins before they sat at a small table in the busy café

      Harper took a sip of her drink as Jax dove into the muffin, washing it down with the perfectly strong black coffee. He tried not to focus on the way her full lips wrapped around the straw.

      “Do you like it?” he asked.

      “It’s sweet. I like anything sweet. Can’t you tell?” Harper motioned to her stomach and hips.

      Where had the confident, sexy woman from last night gone? Was she self-conscious because of his rejection? He grew livid at the thought. “What the hell is that supposed to mean? You think that’s why I stopped last night?”

      Harper’s wide eyes met his own. “Are you mad at me?”

      “If you think you’re anything less than perfection, I might be.”

      “Jax, it is no secret I’m a little soft around the edges. Every girl has insecurities about her body.”

      He wanted to tell her just how much he liked her soft edges, but instead he shook his head and asked, “Where has the confident sex kitten from last night gone?”

      Harper took a sip of her mostly cream and sugared coffee before answering, “She got kicked out. Must have been left with the whiskey and masks.”

      Jax frowned and crossed his arms defensively. “I didn’t kick you out; you took off.”

      Harper raised her eyebrows. “I was humiliated by how you reacted.”

      “I’m sorry. I never meant to make you feel that way. You understand now why I had to stop, right?”

      Sparks danced between them, left over from the smoldering remnants of whatever it was they’d shared.

      “I—” Her speech faltered. “—I don’t actually.”

      A couple at the table next to theirs bellowed with laughter, drawing Harper’s attention.

      Placing his palm over hers, he rubbed his thumb against the soft, white skin, the contact igniting the desire still burning for her. He jerked his hand back, afraid of temptation. “Because you are my best friend’s baby sister and my boss’s daughter. I could lose everything I have worked so hard for and one of the rare and true friendships I have in this world.”

      “Oh, I see.” She tucked a lock of hair behind her ear.

      “You do?” he asked, confirming.

      “Yes. You are afraid of moving outside your comfort zone. Risk scares you.”

      He balled his hands into fists, sitting up straighter. “I’m not afraid.”

      “Jax, I have had a crush on you since I met you.”

      What? “When I was fifteen and you were ten?” he asked incredulously.

      “Mm-hmm.”

      “That’s the other reason why this would never work; you’re so much younger than I am.”

      “Oh, so you have given this some thought. Have you made a pros and cons list?”

      Jax had been caught. She knew his type A personality. “More like just a cons list.”

      “Well, that isn’t quite fair. You can’t make a balanced decision based only on the negatives.” She pulled out a pen from her purse and scribbled on a napkin.

      He looked to his left, then his right, checking that the few patrons nearest them in the busy café couldn’t see what she was writing before he leaned in across the small table. “What are you doing?”

      “Helping you with a pros list. First, we have sexual chemistry.”

      Jax looked around, making sure no one else had heard her, and then he said firmly, “That’s what you’re starting with?”

      She winked and continued. “Second, you are attracted to me.”

      “Isn’t that kinda the same?”

      “Nope. Tell me honestly, did it feel different with me last night than with anyone else you have ever been with? Because it did for me.” Vulnerability flashed in her eyes.

      Fuck yes, it did. That was part of the problem. She wasn’t leaving anything back with this conversation, but he just couldn’t bear to be that honest with her. “Look, you are a beautiful girl—”

      “Woman,” she corrected.

      “You’re a beautiful young woman, and any man would be crazy not to be attracted to you. But I won’t take this any further.”

      Her eyes fell back to the page. He’d hurt her. She bit her lip and focused on the paper napkin once again.

      “Third,” she persisted, a little quieter, “you love my family.”

      Jax put his hand on the pen, halting her. “These are all great points, Harper, but it’s not going to happen.”

      “I see. Well, I guess we have nothing else to talk about,” she said, not looking up. Her cheeks flushed pink, and she blinked back tears.

      “Harper, I don’t do relationships. And I love you like a little sister.”

      She winced as if she was in pain. “That isn’t what you said last night,” she reminded him as she stood to leave.

      “Harper, wait!”

      She turned and hurried outside the café, ignoring the few stares he’d garnered by shouting.

      The hot city air engulfed him as he followed her. “Can you just wait a minute?” He grabbed her hand to make her face him, then lifted her chin, forcing her to look in his eyes.

      Her jaw clenched as she narrowed her gaze defiantly, honey-brown pools he had gotten lost in last night, torturing him with forbidden memories. What would have happened if their masks hadn’t been taken off? He probably would’ve had the best night of his life. She was right. They shared something he had never experienced with anyone else before. Fire and gasoline threatened to burn him from the inside out. She was dangerous in more ways than one. A relationship with her could jeopardize everything he had worked so hard and so long for.

      “Can we still be friends?” He almost cringed as he said the words.

      Harper’s eyes flickered with determination. “Sure, Jaxton. We can be friends.”

      He sighed in relief. “Can we keep what happened between us?”

      “On one condition.” Harper piqued his curiosity.

      “Which is?”

      “Give me one kiss. A good kiss, like last night.”

      Growing instantly hard, his groin ached at the thought. “Blackmailing me for a kiss? I must be one hell of a kisser.”

      She scoffed. “Arrogant.”

      Jax looked around at the few passersby. He pulled her hand and led her down a side street where there were less witnesses.

      Taking her roughly into his arms, he then smashed his lips to hers, fierce and aggressive as he tried not to give in to her wholly. He was afraid she would swallow him up, invading the dark closed-off parts of him that no one was permitted to see. She tasted sweet, like caramel, fueling the want that blazed and surged between them.

      Her hands gripped the back of his neck, pulling him closer as she moaned. Harper’s kiss was the flame to his gunpowder. She was a force that threatened to knock him off his axis and send him tumbling into an abyss. Potent and powerful. He wanted to drop to his knees and bow before such a stunning vision of all that was good in the world. His body was losing its battle to resist her temptation each second her lips were fused to his, sucking a little more of his self-control. The rumble in his chest threatened to crack the wall he had so expertly built to protect himself. He was so fucking tempted to give in, offer himself up as a sacrifice to end the war raging inside. Everything was spinning, lines crossing, tangling with warning and desire. His cock jerked, aching for relief. He used his last bit of self-control to break the contact.

      Harper licked her swollen lips, her brown eyes glazed with desire.

      “Now, we never speak of this again to anyone. Deal?” He tried to sound unaffected.

      “Yes,” she answered breathlessly. “I’ll be your dirty little secret.”

      Harper’s words sent a rush of fresh blood to his dick.

      Jax pinched the bridge of his nose. This woman was going to be the death of him. “See you around, Harper.” He turned to head back up the street.

      “See you Monday, boss,” she said with a laugh.

      Jaxton whipped around and stared hard at her. “What?”

      “I start work at Parker Consulting Inc. Monday. Learning the family biz. Daddy said you would be the main consultant overseeing my . . . education.” Harper’s mouth turned up into a sly smile. “Should be fun.” She walked up to him and stood on her tiptoes to give him a peck on his cheek while he stood still, stunned. Too shocked to move.

      “See you Monday.”

      Jax reeled. With that kiss fresh in his mind, he was reminded just how electric the sparks were between them. The connection was like nothing he had ever experienced before in his life. Maybe, if the timing was right, he could approach her father and her brother and see if dating her was a possibility. But that couldn’t happen right now. Right now, his career was more important. Harper would just be a distraction. Damn this woman was making him entertain ideas of things he never thought he would. Like a relationship.

      If he couldn’t fuck her out of his system, avoidance was the only other option. Now he was going to see her almost every day, and under the watchful eyes of her father and brother. Jaxton gripped his chest, taking deep breaths. How the hell was he supposed to deal with this? He only had forty-eight hours to figure it out.
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      Monday morning, Jax considered adding whiskey to his coffee, but having his full wits about him was of the utmost importance. Could he trust Harper to keep her word and not tell her father or brother about their night?

      Who was she really? A person couldn’t change that much in five years, could they? Harper had been a spoiled princess, getting to travel whenever she wanted to. Her parents had bought her a home just as they had for River when he’d graduated college. He knew the girl she’d been in high school and that her brother loved her fiercely, but he didn’t know the woman she was today.

      Jax took a deep breath before exiting the elevator on the tenth level for Parker Consulting Inc. He had joined PCI in high school, along with River, making copies of documents, and grabbing coffee for David Parker and his secretary, Terry, when they’d first started. Once he and River had graduated, they were welcomed as consultants in training. Six years later, he was now head of that division, while River had moved up to be an executive consultant.

      Jax passed Simon Turner’s empty office, PCI’s newest recruit. Next, he passed Natasha Nelson’s office, giving her a nod hello. She smiled while on the phone and winked through the glass doors. She had joined the company two years ago when the workload had become too much for the three of them.

      Natasha was a beautiful, confident, and smart businesswoman who was only one year younger than Jax. He admired her rise in the ranks, despite the challenges of being a single mother and a Black woman in a workforce usually dominated by men. They had a lot in common, both completely focused on their careers. Natasha kept him on his toes, that was certain.

      Though he didn’t have time for relationships, he had entertained the idea of a casual understanding with Natasha.

      Jax passed the desk where Dorothy, their second secretary, sat typing away. “Good morning, Mr. Harris.”

      “Good morning,” Jax echoed as he moved toward his office.

      “Mr. Harris, Mr. Parker wants to see you all in the boardroom at nine fifteen.”

      “Thank you, Dorothy,” Jax said, pushing open the door to his office.

      He set down his briefcase, then loosened his tie just a little before sitting at his desk. He opened his Mac computer—the only item on the dark, wood surface aside from a notepad and a few pens—then loaded the calendar.

      After the meeting, the rest of his day was blocked out with trainee mentorship.

      “Damn it,” he said aloud. His nightmare of a Monday was just beginning.

      Jax looked at the clock—he had ten minutes before he needed to get to the boardroom, so he would spend five of that drinking his coffee and giving himself a pep talk. He just needed to stay laser focused. Business was business.

      Making his way to the glassed-in boardroom, he took in the view of the city out of the floor-to-ceiling windows that surrounded the room. To his right, a large digital touch screen for presentations hung on the wall. Off to the side was a cabinet with a glass pitcher, several upside-down glasses, and bottles of water. Two carafes for tea and coffee were set up beside the other drink supplies with a bowl for sugar packets, and underneath was two hidden small refrigerators with cold water, as well as an array of juices.

      Simon Turner was smiling and leaning against the conference table, legs spread wide with confidence.

      “You should see it sometime. Maybe we could go together?” Simon asked.

      “I would love to,” Harper answered, smiling until she caught sight of Jax. Her grin only faltered for a second before she turned and beamed at Simon, saying, “Let me know when you’re free.”

      A burning sensation rattled in his belly at the thought of Harper with Simon. Maybe he shouldn’t have drunk coffee on an empty stomach.

      “Good morning, Simon. Harper? What or who do we owe for the pleasure of your company today? Coming to see Daddy?” he chided.

      Harper crossed her arms, making her breasts press tighter against the white silk blouse she was wearing. Jax let his gaze drop to her pinstriped pencil skirt that came to just above her knee, showing off her bare legs with a pair of black shoes with red-bottom heels.

      “Actually, Mr. Parker will be in shortly to explain.”

      Natasha entered the room. She met eyes with Jax and smiled before setting her pen and paper on the table. She took a seat before acknowledging the rest of the group. “Happy Monday. How was your weekend, Jaxton?”

      Harper looked between him and Natasha, and Jax tried to play it off. “Not too eventful. You?”

      Harper threw daggers at him with her eyes. “Oh? Not exciting enough of a weekend, Jax? It could have been if you—”

      “Harper, why don’t we see what’s keeping your dad.” Jax stood up.

      “Dad? Are you David Parker’s daughter?” Natasha asked.

      “Yes.” Harper glared at Jax before extending her hand to Natasha. “Harper Parker.”

      “Oh, good,” David said as he walked into the boardroom. “I see everyone has gotten to know my daughter, Harper, our newest associate consultant.” He shut the door behind him and took a seat at the end of the rectangular table.

      Simon, Jax, and Harper also took their seats.

      “I hope you all had a good weekend.” David smiled as he searched everyone’s faces, his blue eyes lighting up when his employees nodded.

      Jax avoided his gaze.

      Harper had an unreadable expression on her face as she glanced at Jax and then back to her father.

      David ran a hand over his sandy-blond hair before continuing, “That’s great. Let’s get right to business. I know you all have a busy day ahead of you. First up, Harper is finally ready to put her communications degree to work.”

      Jax looked at Harper, seeing the light in her eyes fade a little as she bit her lip. What was bothering her? He immediately shoved the thought away, angry that he was so invested in her emotions when he should be focused on what her father was saying.

      “She will start by learning from all you fine gentlemen, and lady,” David said, motioning to Natasha. “Please teach her what you know as it pertains to the business. Jaxton, I would like you to oversee her progress and take the lead on this.”

      Jax nodded. “Yes, sir.” He couldn’t very well tell his boss no.

      “Now, onto other news. I have a position opening for an additional executive consultant. The choice will be made in three months and will be based solely on your cumulative performance since you started. I’ll decide in late September. Three months to show me what you’re made of.” He laughed.

      Eagerness glimmered in Simon’s and Natasha’s eyes. But the fire in Jax’s belly told him he wanted it more. This position was as good as his.

      “Any questions?” David asked. After no one answered, he smiled and said, “Great. Now get to work.”

      Everyone stood to leave, but David called for Jax to stay. Harper still sat at the table, Jax guessed waiting for instructions.

      “Jax, can you take Harper around and show her the ropes? Get her up to date on what we do and how we do it. Give her something to get started with.”

      “Uh, sure. Not a problem,” Jax answered.

      David smiled and patted Jax on the shoulder. “Thanks, son.”

      Harper stood and gave her dad a quick hug before he left for his office.

      Jax turned to her, and she held her chin high in defiance.

      “Follow me.” Jax led her out of the conference room and down the hall to his office before opening the door, gesturing she enter, and then closing it behind them.

      She took a seat in front of his desk as he closed the blinds to the windows.

      “I thought we had an agreement,” Jax said.

      “We did. I mean, we do.”

      “It didn’t seem like you were about to keep your end of the deal in that room with Natasha.”

      Harper looked down momentarily before meeting his gaze. “You’re right. It won’t happen again. I just didn’t like that you were downplaying what happened. That’s what it felt like.”

      He noted she didn’t mention jealousy had been a factor. “It’s better to pretend it never happened, don’t you think?” Jax asked earnestly.

      Harper’s shoulders drooped. “Whatever you want, Jaxton.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      Her dark eyes clouded over, the brown turning stormy before she spoke, almost in a whisper. “Ever want what you can’t have?”

      “You know I have.” He watched as her gaze flickered and then her expression hardened.

      “You undermined me in the meeting,” she said, straightening in her chair.

      “How so?”

      “Don’t refer to him as my ‘daddy.’ It makes me seem like a spoiled little girl who is here solely because he is my father.”

      Jax sat back in his chair. “Isn’t nepotism why you’re here?”

      “Contrary to what you may think of me, I am good at what I do. Whatever I choose to do. I want to explore the world of consulting through a communications perspective. I can work hard. I’m smart. I can earn my place. You never questioned River’s right to be here, so why are you questioning mine?”

      Jax took a deep breath, contemplating what she said before answering. “I can admit when I’m wrong—which is mostly never, for the record. Won’t happen again.” He wouldn’t confess his verbal lashing was also done in jealousy.

      The light returning in her honey-brown eyes. A surge of pride filled his chest at being the one who put it there. He wanted to put all his energy into seeing her smile, but reality was a cold slap in the face. He had meetings to attend. Business to get done. And now, she was just another item on his to-do list.

      “Okay. Should we get started?” he asked.

      She clasped her hands together and rested them on her lap. “Yes.”

      They spent the rest of the morning going over the account Jax was working on, and he showed her what their job as consultants was. Harper asked questions, and he was happy to share his knowledge with her.

      She pulled her chair to his side of the desk so she could share his screen, and his body immediately reacted to her closeness, making it difficult for him to concentrate. He adjusted himself in his seat, leaning away from her in his chair, trying to put as much distance between them as possible. She angled forward to look closer at the screen, and her perfume invaded his senses, infecting him with the disease of desire. He tried to breathe out of his mouth, his plan backfiring when he inhaled the sweetness. Violent vivid flashes attacked his mind, blinding him with forbidden moments shared, forever fused to his memory.

      Jax shot to his feet, trying to flee from the urge that threatened to ruin him.

      “Let’s take an early lunch,” he said, turning back to answer the question in her eyes. “See you back here at one.”

      “Do you want to grab lunch together?” Harper asked.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” He pulled on his black suit jacket.

      “Oh, right. Okay.” She blinked a few times as she gathered her purse, then walked out of his office.

      A few minutes later, Jax headed out. Harper stood waiting for the elevator, laughing next to Simon. Jax picked up his pace to catch a ride down with them. The familiar flames burned his insides. Acid reflux, he convinced
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