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            Prologue

          

          JACKSON

        

      

    

    
      I was two drinks in at my office holiday party when I saw someone I didn’t recognize.

      He was tall and tan, with warm brown hair that swept over his deep chocolate eyes and drew me into his heat. His shoulders were fitted into his dress shirt, and the top two buttons were undone so as to not pop them right off the shirt. The color shocked me the most—a bright pinkish purple color that I didn’t often see on men, but somehow looked wicked on him.

      When his gaze met mine, he smirked, a dark thing that rocketed down my spine and made me stand up straighter, my empty glass gripped firmly in my hand.

      I felt my glasses on the bridge of my nose, the ones I only wore to work since I wore contacts most everywhere else. I had a toddler son, after all, and Micah was bound to tug them off or smear his little pudgy kid hands all over them when he saw them. I’d learned my lesson before I finished college and started my IT internship.

      But Micah wasn’t here now, so this wickedly handsome man in front of me saw my glasses and professional work clothes, an aesthetic that didn’t fit the image of myself I carried outside of work.

      In other words, I looked pretty nerdy, and he was clearly the personable and extroverted party planner that the company had hired to plan and manage the holiday party in full, which included his milling about on the actual day, supervising the caterers and decorations.

      “Hey there.”

      I refocused back to the present and found the man in question stepping into my personal bubble and easing the empty glass from my hand.

      “You look like you could use a refill.”

      Just as smoothly, he settled a new cocktail in my hand and placed the empty one on the tray of one of the waitstaff as they strode past us.

      “Uh, thanks,” I offered, somewhat dumbly. Then I added, “I’m Jackson,” because I had zero chill, and I felt the heat rush up my neck.

      He grinned and took my hand in his, a firm but gentle grip as he shook it. “Holden. Pleasure to meet you, Jackson. You must be the hottest IT guy around.”

      The heat under my skin increased, and I exhaled slowly so it didn’t betray my emotions too badly. “I wish I could say the same about you, but you’re obviously the party guy.”

      Holden laughed. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      He winked, and I somehow felt myself relax.

      “It was meant to be,” I assured him, his smile only widening.

      “I think we’re going to get along just fine, Jackson.”

      He kept his promise not even an hour later, our breaths mingling between us as he worked me up in the dark of the hallway, his mouth singing my skin and leaving a dark bruise that took a week to fade.

      I couldn’t have asked for anything more, so I neglected to demand his number before his pocket was buzzing with a call from the party, requesting assistance with something behind the scenes.

      He was gone swiftly after that, leaving me melted against the wall, my shirt untucked, pants unbuttoned, and lungs constricted with each step he took away from me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          HOLDEN

        

      

    

    
      Everything was going perfectly.

      The entrance was operating smoothly, letting each guest in swiftly as their tickets were scanned in and each family was allowed entrance to the holiday recital. The kids were all backstage, behind giant heavy curtains I’d managed to procure from someone I knew in the theater club back in my undergrad. They were too cute, really, all frilly dresses, tiny suits, and glitter. So much glitter. I liked glitter as much as the next theater guy, but this was a little extreme, even for me.

      The refreshment stand was well stocked and chilled, operated by two employees from the catering company I’d hired and had been working with for years since I started my event planning business. I knew and trusted their staff with my money and reputation. It was a mutually beneficial agreement whenever we worked together, and it took a heap of stress off my plate while I was supervising each event. It was good enough that I almost didn’t even need to be here to manage the events, but I would never actually skip the fun of the event night. The families filed past me, and almost all of them headed to the refreshment table first, before they had to worry about finding their seats in the auditorium of our local theater, a small and cozy building where my friends and I had performed a good number of plays over the last ten years, since before we even graduated high school.

      I felt a nudge on my arm, and I smiled and handed over the next roll of tickets for the door prizes when Adelaide motioned to the roll of neon green tickets in my hand.

      This, though, drew my attention to who was in the front of the line.

      Taylor, of course. She was my best friend Daniel’s new girlfriend. And she brought her son Micah with her. Micah was the cutest little guy. He barely even reached my knees in height; he was so tiny.

      No, what sent a thrill up my spine was the man who walked just behind them, Micah’s hand in his as he babbled away excitedly for the recital.

      Jackson. The IT guy.

      He looked just as delicious as he had at the party nearly a year ago. Strong shoulders, blonde hair, piercing blue eyes, and a strong jaw that begged to be bitten. His glasses were missing, but it felt like a naughty secret I knew about him now.

      I exhaled, feeling shaky and unsteady all of a sudden as memories flashed unbidden through my mind.

      A dark hallway. The moonlight from the window. Gasps and pleas from a desperate tenor voice as his hands gripped the lapels of my shirt and my hands slipped past the waistband of his work slacks.

      I blinked, shaking my head as I came back to myself, only to find Jackson’s wide eyes set on mine. He was evidently just as shocked as I was, but I could only be grateful that he seemed to recognize me, too. That night hadn’t just been a blip on his radar.

      The splotchy red blush was peeking past his collar, like it had last year. I felt my gaze darken when it landed on the exposed lines of his throat, silently begging to be bitten. My jaw ached at the thought.

      I cleared my throat as he swept past me, letting Micah pull him along.

      He was Micah’s dad. Taylor’s ex. The guy who had apparently stomped his way into a gift wrapping station just to threaten Daniel with bodily harm should he hurt Taylor or Micah.

      My jaw clenched, the need to bite back in full exuberance.

      He was protective, smart, and passionate. A deadly combination. A sexy combination.

      Fuck.
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          JACKSON

        

      

    

    
      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      There was no way in hell that was who I thought it was.

      Holden couldn’t be here right now. When I had my son and his mother with me for a family event; Micah was beyond excited since he found out that some of his preschool friends were in it.

      I glanced behind me as Micah led us past the wide open doors into the sloping auditorium, with wide walls and high ceilings, a chatter already rumbling through the space from the other families who had already found their seats.

      Yeah. Holden was definitely here.

      “Jackson?”

      I turned to find Taylor’s frown where we’d apparently stopped by our assigned seating row, and Micah was clambering up into one of the folding seats.

      I forced a smile. “Yeah? What’s up?”

      Taylor raised an unimpressed eyebrow and placed one hand on her hip. “That was my question to you. What are you looking at?”

      I winced. “You said you knew the guy who planned the recital, right?”

      Taylor nodded. “Holden. He’s Daniel’s best friend. He plans loads of events in town, including The Grinch meet-and-greet where we met. I’ve seen Holden a few times. He’s really nice. Why?”

      I exhaled slowly. No use in lying. “I think I’ve met him before.”

      Taylor blinked. “What?”

      I groaned and nudged her to the empty seat on Micah’s other side.

      She slid into her seat, and I took mine, bracketing Micah and
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