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      Andrew “Jack” Jackson would rather be on a horse riding around his family’s ranch in Texas than traveling to New York for business. The city is stifling and gray and the cabs are more dangerous than an angry bull. But he needs the best lawyer money can buy to guide him on his first solo business deal. His family his counting on him.

      Katherine Wallace was born and raised in the city and can’t imagine living anywhere else. She’s ready to start her master’s degree at Columbia, visits the Met like it’s her backyard, and will do anything to support her father and the family’s law firm. Unlike her mother who walked away and hasn’t looked back, Katherine knows the importance of loyalty.

      When Jack and Katherine collide, he’s dazzled by her shine and her heart starts to melt. They’ll have to rethink every desire and intention they’ve harbored up to this point, because their instant chemistry and unbridled lust are irresistible. But is their spark of love enough to overcome the objections of Katherine’s father and reconcile their disparate lifestyles so they can find common ground? Or will cold reality keep them apart?
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      September 2005

      The New York cab drive was crazier than Jack Jackson’s worst bull ride and lasted a hell of a lot longer than eight seconds. The view through the grimy windows showed nothing but crowds and the bottoms of buildings. At one point, the driver, who blasted talk radio on the other side of the acrylic barrier, nearly drove onto the sidewalk to get around the traffic, pedestrians be damned. Jack glanced at the running total for the death trip, leaned back, and closed his eyes. It’d been a spell since he’d chatted with the Almighty. Seemed like a good way to spend his first time in that city and his last minutes on earth.

      The car stopped, though surprisingly not in a jarring, that-was-going-to-leave-scars kind of way. The driver announced his hotel. At least that’s what Jack thought he said. It was English but so fast Jack’s ears couldn’t process all of the syllables. He passed some bills to the cabbie and told him to keep the change. The trip cost more than his favorite sipping whiskey, but at least he’d lived to complain about it.

      He checked into his luxury room, freshened up, and took a moment to appreciate the height of the building, which allowed him a peek at one of the rivers embracing the island. Jack gazed down at the hectic streets below and decided if he could get to the law firm of Wallace, blabbity blah blah, Stephens without a cab, he’d do it.

      Ninety minutes later, he walked the few blocks to the address on the letterhead. By the time he reached the building, a light sheen of sweat danced down his back. September wasn’t supposed to be that warm, but they were having a kind of heatwave. Jack’s ears popped before the law firm’s elevator stopped. He stepped through the open doors and froze.

      The woman at the desk sparkled like sunlight on frost. Light blond hair wrapped up in a twist made Jack’s fingers itch to release it. Diamonds at her ears didn’t do justice to the sparkle in her light blue eyes. Eyes that swept all the way down his body and back up like a caress. He’d be happy to return the favor—with his hands.

      “You must be Mr. Jackson.” Her voice slid through him like an expensive Chardonnay, creamy and cultured.

      He closed the distance to the desk, letting her figure fill his field of view before locking his gaze to hers, sharing all his naughty intentions for their immediate future. “How’d you guess?”

      Her face took on a rosy tone, a soft blush. The color suited her. “The, uh, boots.” She pointed a perfectly manicured finger at his favorite footwear. “And you’re right on time.”

      “Don’t get many folks from Texas, I’m guessing.” And the irritation with his father insisting they use a New York lawyer for their acquisition and merger instead of their usual Houston firm evaporated faster than the heat on his back.

      She rose, and Jack gripped the edge of the desk to keep from falling on his ass. Her legs were weeks long, and her curves would make that river outside his hotel envious.

      Damn.

      A nervous laugh escaped her lips. The vulnerable sound had Jack second-guessing her age. No creases at her eyes, no lines beginning to emerge at the corners of her mouth. Her skin was like a just-opened flower. He reeled in his lust. How old was that sparkling beauty?

      “You can follow me.” She’d left the corral of the half-circle desk and stood with her back to him, looking over her shoulder.

      His dick twitched. It was just how she’d look if he took her from behind, minus the dress. He double-timed to catch up as she strutted down the hall in impossibly high heels. Hell, she could leave the dress on. He’d just lift the hem and they’d be ready to ride. A mental slap did nothing to stop his runaway fantasies. Her ass had captured his eyes, and when she turned around, he understood why kids cry when they lose their toy.

      She leaned against a door, hands behind her back on the doorknob. It made her breasts thrust out in invitation. Hell yeah flashed in neon in his brain. He’d missed what she’d said. “Sorry, I didn’t catch that.”

      She smiled again, no blush. “I asked how long you’ll be in town.”

      “Couple nights. I’d love to take you to dinner…”

      “Katherine.”

      “Katherine.” Jack stepped forward, intent on touching her, cementing their connection. But the door opened, and Katherine fell back with a squeak, taking Jack with her as he tried to stop her fall. Both of them were saved by the most handsome man Jack had ever seen.

      “Am I interrupting?” Cobalt eyes met Jack’s, and the deep voice gripped the back of his neck like a possessive lover.

      Jack shivered in the man’s arms, with Katherine’s soft curves sandwiched between them. Pretty much his perfect fantasy. She recovered first, pushing Jack fully upright and out of the man’s grasp. She straightened her clothing and touched her still perfectly pinned hair. “Mr. Strauss, this is your appointment, Mr. Jackson. I’ll be at the reception desk if you need anything.”

      She half pirouetted out from between them and darted like a fawn down the hall. Jack was tempted to follow and close the dinner deal immediately. But she was young, and he was only in town for a short time. No matter how his mama went on, there was plenty of time to settle down with the right woman. And his father had trusted him to go solo on the acquisition with Edward Strauss. A man designed to trigger another facet of Jack’s sexuality. But his lawyer’s wedding ring quenched any budding desires of repeating their previous pose without clothes. Jack had business to do—not funny business, as his mama would say. Besides, if he got his first deal done and working the way he planned, then he’d also have time to pursue Katherine.

      “Tread lightly. She’s the owner’s daughter.” That voice. Jack turned. There was an amused look on his attorney’s face.

      “Am I paying for that advice?” Jack grinned.

      “No, that one’s on the house, but come in so I can give you more advice I will charge for.”

      Jack held out his hand. “Nice to finally meet you in person, Mr. Strauss.”

      “I think as much time as we’ve spent on the phone, you can call me Ned.” The grip was heat and electricity. “Let’s make this deal happen.”
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      Katherine slowed her pace to a normal speed despite her racing heartbeat and the compulsion to run from all the sexual heat that was Andrew Jackson. From his blue eyes that sparkled with mischief, to a body that looked sculpted from marble, to his crown of golden hair, everything about him was hot. Cowboys as advertising models finally made sense. Her hands shook as she logged back into the computer. Before she could dive back into the updates for the firm’s website, the phone rang. She spent the next hour talking to clients and missing the privacy of her cubicle.

      Rachel, one of the firm’s star paralegals, approached the front desk. “Heard you were stuck up here,” the raven-haired beauty teased.

      Katherine grimaced. “Maxine has the day off, and Daddy didn’t want to hire a temp.”

      “What about the website updates? And don’t you have class this afternoon?”

      Funny that Rachel knew her class schedule better than her father. At the end of the semester, she’d graduate, but it wasn’t like her parents were going to throw her a party. Her mother would likely be traveling with her tennis-coach-turned-lover, and her father didn’t believe an undergraduate degree merited a celebration, especially since she’d taken an extra year to finish.

      “Website’s nearly done.” At some point she’d have to show her father the changes she’d made without his direction. “And my group is ahead on the project. We’re going to meet outside of class.”

      Rachel lifted an eyebrow. “This is why you never make it to happy hour.”

      Katherine shrugged like it was no big deal. “It’s one of the last classes we need. All of us know what we’re doing. I had the branding done a week ago.”

      Rachel opened her mouth to respond, but instead of words, her jaw dropped lower, and she stared past Katherine.

      Andrew Jackson. Had to be.

      Mr. Strauss appeared at the end of the hallway with his client. “I’ll have the contracts ready for your review tomorrow.” Ned clapped the cowboy’s shoulder. “I kept the afternoon open for you, but I have another appointment at five. Come by after lunch?”

      “Looking forward to it.” Mr. Jackson turned and zeroed in on Katherine. His focus burned into her, and she shivered.

      “If there are major changes, we can meet on Saturday. Rachel.” Ned’s call to her friend shook Katherine free from the mesmerizing hold. “Meet Andrew Jackson. You’ll be working on his contracts with me.”

      “Pleasure,” Rachel purred. For the first time in her life, Katherine regretted not going to law school.

      “Nice to meet you, ma’am. Call me Jack.” Mr. Jackson’s eyes never left Katherine’s.

      “We’ll see you tomorrow.” Ned shook Mr. Jackson’s hand, and Rachel mumbled something about getting back to work and left. Mr. Jackson didn’t move, but the reception area shrank. Katherine broke the hold she’d had on her breath with a quick inhale.

      “I’d like to take you to dinner, Katherine.” Her name was an erotic promise on his lips.

      She hesitated. “I can’t tonight.”

      He tilted his head.

      Her father had told her to always start with no in a negotiation. It was ingrained.

      “Can’t because you don’t want to?” He closed the distance between them, filling the opening to the reception desk.

      She shook her head.

      “Can’t because there’s…someone else?” His voice lowered, and she leaned toward him.

      “No.”

      He reached for her hand. Instinctively, she accepted his invitation. His skin was rough, but his hold was gentle. “Is there something you have to do for class?”

      He’d heard her talking to Rachel. What had she said? She couldn’t remember. The conversation could have been days ago. Months.

      “I have a meeting tonight,” she said, infusing the statement with fake confidence and aloofness. Pride at her ability to maintain some resistance rolled through her.

      “What time?” His thumb grazed her knuckles, taking her control with it.

      “Right after work.”

      “Would you be willing to meet me afterward? I’ll take you anywhere you want to eat. Please?”

      The word reverberated through her, familiar but foreign. People didn’t ask her to do things, they told her. Her father, her professors, even her co-workers gave her orders, and she marched. Did she want to have dinner with Andrew Jackson? “Yes.”

      His smile took over his entire face. A dimple appeared, promising pleasure and sin. The building’s fire-suppression systems should have activated with the heat that roared through her. There ought to have been a visible warning symbol tattooed on him.

      He grabbed a pen from her desk and wrote a number on the sticky-note pad. “Call me, and I’ll meet you in the bar of my hotel. The Mandarin. You know it?”

      She nodded through the wave of hormones that rolled over her.

      “I’m looking forward to tonight.” He gave her hand a squeeze and then a view of his spectacular backside as he slowly strutted into the elevator. Once the door closed, she grabbed an envelope from the desk and fanned herself.
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      Jack paused in the entry to the hotel bar. Katherine was perched on one of the stools, and the bartender was looking at her like she was a perfectly cooked steak. A twinge of possession zinged low in Jack’s gut, and his hands curled. Consciously relaxing, he leaned in close to her and ran his fingertips down her bare shoulder. “There you are, darlin’.”

      Katherine turned, her eyes wide, lips nearly grazing his.

      Jack kissed her cheek, unwilling to share their first taste of intimacy in front of an interested audience. Not yet.

      “Hungry?” He clasped her elbow to steady her as she slid from the stool, his breath catching. Her black dress barely reached mid-thigh, and her heels were so high she was nearly as tall as he was in his boots. “Take ya anywhere. As long as we don’t have to travel by cab. That’s more dangerous than an untamed horse with a burr in his blanket.”

      Katherine’s crystal laugh taunted him. “The restaurant here is very good.”

      Jack placed his arm around her lower back, hand resting on her hip. “Then let’s get a table.”

      The dining room hovered above the city, appearing to float with all the full-sized windows and the iconic skyline lit by thousands of lights. But it didn’t dazzle him the way Katherine did. The staff served them food and wine in the most unobtrusive manner possible. As delicious as the meal was, Katherine occupied his full attention.

      “You’re graduating from…?” he asked after letting a perfect bite of beef melt across his palate.

      Katherine sipped her wine. “Columbia.”

      “Ivy League.”

      She nodded.

      “Business?”

      “Yes. I should know if I was accepted to the master’s program any day now.”

      “Why not law?”

      “I still could.” Katherine looked down at her meal and teased her fork through the greens that the menu had listed in French. “But I love marketing.” She lifted her eyes to his. “All the psychology that feeds into why people purchase what they do, how brands affect them, and the ways to motivate people.” She radiated excitement, and her enthusiasm filled the space between them. “Everyone hears business and they think money and numbers, but it’s more involved than that.”

      It was the most animated he’d seen her. “You do love it.”

      “If I get accepted, I’ll work with some of the top companies, getting real-world experience. Not just a website redesign behind the scenes.”

      God, she really was young. The burst of excitement had softened her face, and her youth shone. One side of Jack hoped she got into the program, and the other side wanted to take her back to Texas before living in such a gritty gray city wore off her shine. An image of Katherine sitting on the porch, rounded with their child, flashed through his mind. The hours since they’d met didn’t justify such thoughts. Can’t rush the deal. They needed more time together. He put his inner caveman on lockdown. “Would you be interested in a real-world assignment now?”

      “What?” Katherine’s voice had an eager tone, and damn if it didn’t tease right down to his cock.

      “Ned’s helping me acquire a company. Couple of them, actually. I’m going to redesign them and mash them together. Could use some help. Maybe you could come to my ranch for the summer?”

      Katherine’s teeth grazed her bottom lip.

      Fuck. Too much. But he couldn’t pull back the offer without being rude. And when had he decided he even needed to rebrand the new company?

      “Texas?” she asked.

      “It’s where I live.” He threaded the purposely loose tendril of her hair through his fingers, letting his hand drop when she didn’t lean in.

      “Why are you in New York?” A teasing smile played across her lips. “Don’t they have lawyers in Texas?”

      “They do. But I always seek the best, and Edward Strauss, Esquire, is the best.”

      She straightened in her chair. “I’d love the opportunity to develop your marketing, but not if it requires I go home with you.”

      Part of him was pleased that she didn’t jump at the offer. “It was a suggestion but not a deal breaker. I’m in town for a couple more days. Let’s run some ideas and see what we can make happen.”

      Katherine’s gaze drilled into him like an oil rig searching for a pocket of liquid gold. Damn, that woman had layers. And he planned to uncover them all. But what would she think if she uncovered his secrets, too?
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      Jack bent closer to Ned, letting the man’s scent fill his lungs. Ned hadn’t said anything when Jack had followed him around the conference table and sat right next to him. Jack should probably be more discreet, but his lawyer was sexy as hell and didn’t try to put distance between them, so why not enjoy the harmless attraction? Ned leaned in to point out a clause in the contract, and Jack’s head nearly touched his. A light cough from the doorway drew his focus from the critical words.

      Katherine.

      Jack’s heart pounded as he stood. “Hey there.”

      “It’s three, but, uh…you’re still busy.” Katherine’s voice was breathy, and she took a small step back. Her eyes darted between the two men.

      “We’re just finalizing some details.” Jack glanced at Ned. “You can join us.”

      “No.” She shook her head. “I have some things…for our meeting. For the branding? I read your business plan and did some research. But can we still meet later?” Pink tones graced her cheeks again.

      Tightness in his chest dimmed his excitement. “We’ll be done in a few minutes.”

      “I can call you, and you can work here.” Ned’s rich voice carried across the room.

      Katherine nodded and closed the door.

      “I’ve never seen her like that,” Ned said.

      Jack returned to his seat. “Like what?”

      “Smitten.”

      Was she? “It’s mutual.”

      Ned chuckled.

      An hour later, Katherine had taken Ned’s place, and they were deeply focused on brand ideas for the new company. Not only to attract investors, but to entice the best employees to stay. Katherine’s ideas on the psychology of the messaging blew Jack’s mind. Her talent was almost as tantalizing as her confidence. He moved closer, his lips nearly at hers, her sweet amber scent drawing him to her fire.

      “Katie.” The sharp masculine tone caught Jack by surprise. He hadn’t heard the door open.

      “Daddy.” She pushed back from the table and stood, smoothing her skirt.

      Daddy? Jack withdrew his attraction into a tight mental box. He was losing his damn mind.

      “I need to speak to you.” The words were for his daughter, but the tall man with sandy brown hair going gray and a rounded gut focused on Jack with narrowed eyes.

      “I’m in a meeting.” Katherine clamped her jaw shut and paused. “Can you give me a few minutes to wrap up?”

      “You don’t take meetings. You’re a marketing intern and occasional receptionist.”

      Damn. Daddy was a fucking asshole.

      Katherine elongated as she strode around the table. A fierce warrior. Fuck, that was sexy.

      A whispered conversation ensued between Katherine and her father. Her spine curved, and her head dropped. She wrapped her arms around her middle before she pivoted back to Jack.

      What had Daddy said to break her so quickly?

      “I’ll have mock-ups for you in a couple of days.”

      “Perfect.” Jack nodded. “Ned has my info.”

      She parted her perfect lips but glanced at her father and swallowed whatever she’d been about to say. In two steps, she was gone. Her father moved into the room and closed the door behind him, eyes locked on Jack. Wasn’t the first angry father he’d dealt with, but usually Jack had something to feel guilty about.

      “I don’t know what Katie told you, but she’s not a professional marketer.”

      “Jack Jackson.” He held out his hand across the table. It lingered there a moment too long.

      “Richard Wallace,” the man replied, shaking Jack’s hand.

      “I’m aware of your daughter’s education and talent. She and I have previously agreed on a reasonable compensation based on the fact that she can use this project for her class requirements.” Jack had insisted he pay her something when they’d negotiated at dinner.

      “She works for the firm. My firm. Any compensation will be billed through us.”

      Bloodsucker. “I don’t really care where the bill comes from. I do care that she gets paid for the work.”

      Richard’s face was devoid of expression.

      Jack waited for him to agree. And he would have to agree if he wanted any more of the Jacksons’ business. Wallace had no tells, but Jack had held staring contests his entire life with his family, pissed-off stallions, and losing poker players. He could outlast Wallace easy.

      “Don’t set expectations she can’t meet. Besides school, she has obligations here.”

      “She’s been very clear about her commitments. And her desires.”

      “That’s what I’m worried about.” Richard crossed his arms.

      The door opened, and Ned’s gaze went from Wallace to Jack and back. “Wallace. I see you met my favorite client. We’re about to go have a celebratory drink if you’d like to join us.”

      “Thank you, no.” The chill in his tone was unmistakable. “I have a previous engagement. Mr. Jackson. Ned.”

      “Mr. Wallace.” Jack kept the smirk from his face. That dude’s chaps were up his ass over his grown daughter. What the hell?

      The three men left, Richard splitting off from Ned and Jack.

      Jack remained quiet until they’d settled at the bar next door and he’d swallowed his first sip of whiskey. “What’s the deal with Katherine and Daddy, Ned?”

      Ned sipped his scotch and then set it on the table. “What do you mean?”

      “We’ve had one date. But she’s everything I’ve been looking for. Whip-smart. Strikingly beautiful. Inner strength. And I think she’s as attracted to me as I am to her. Except when ‘Daddy’ showed up, she wilted.” Jack waited for Ned to glance up. “If you think there’s potential—if you think I should pursue her—give me the relevant facts.”

      “Potential for what?”

      “My wife.”

      Ned’s eyes lasered into Jack, and he resisted the urge to squirm. Finally, Ned said, “Wallace pulled her into the role of his hostess when his spouse—her mother—left him for her tennis coach. They never divorced. He couldn’t handle that his wife had left him for another woman. Scrambled his brains.”

      Holy shit. Jack reeled at the possible implications. “What did it do to Katherine?”

      “I think all daughters love their fathers, and the timing of the event didn’t help. She was just becoming a teenager, and she appeared more mature than she was.”

      “How old is she?”

      “Twenty-three.”

      Not too young, then. “Is she ready to leave Daddy?”

      “I don’t know. She’s been acting as his…partner for years. But it’s certainly time.” Ned picked up his glass and swirled the liquid. “Past time.”

      Jack nodded. “I fly out tomorrow. I was thinking about delaying.”

      “We’ve finished the contracts. I’d give you a reason to stay, but I haven’t got a legitimate one.”

      Jack would love to hear Ned’s illegitimate ones, but that was part of the problem. He was attracted to his lawyer almost as much as he was to Katherine. Only one was available, but not completely. Even if she wasn’t ready to date him, he was going to keep her busy. Her ideas were too good to ignore. He could give her a taste of what her life might be. A glimpse of her professional future and freedom.

      But maybe Katherine was too tied to Daddy. Maybe Jack’s desire for multiple partners of both sexes wouldn’t be sated by Katherine alone, even if she were the perfect woman. Jack slammed the last of his whiskey and let the fire burn away his conflicted emotions, leaving him ice-cold.

      His family would not appreciate him seducing his married lawyer or losing focus on the deal to chase a daddy’s girl. If he had to keep the relationships professional, he’d have to get some distance from that crazy situation.
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      Katherine hesitated before knocking on the office door.

      “Yes.” Ned’s voice filtered past the slab of wood, and Katherine sucked in a breath and turned the knob.

      Ned’s penetrating gaze held her in place just inside his office. She had to speak before it got awkward. More awkward. “Are you expecting Ja—Mr. Jackson today?”

      “No. I assume he’s at the airport by now. But he left you this.” Ned held a sealed envelope with her name in blocky letters on the front.

      Katherine masked the pain that shot through her at the loss of not seeing Jack again.

      “He didn’t want to pressure you with a call, and he wasn’t sure who has access to your company email.”

      Jack wasn’t wrong about her lack of privacy. But it still hurt. Ned didn’t release the envelope when she gripped it. She met his eyes.

      “He likes you. I know you’re working on a project with him, and if you want to keep it strictly business, he’ll understand. But if you need assistance with the project—or Jack—you can come to me.”

      Katherine gave a small nod. He released the note, and she clutched it to her chest once she left the office. When she was safely in her cubicle, she slid a metal letter opener under the flap and pulled out the handwritten message.

      Katherine,

      I’m sorry to leave without saying goodbye. Our meeting ended so abruptly that I didn’t have a chance to tell you about my plans in person. Don’t be angry that I didn’t call. I’m trying to give you the reins, which goes against my bull-headed ways. But you have enough people controlling you.

      Are you willing to continue working on our project long-distance? Know that you can call, text, or email me. Day or night. About anything.

      If you decide you can’t continue on the project, no hard feelings. You’re extremely talented, and I have no doubt you’ll be selected for the master’s program at Columbia. They’d be fools not to take someone with your passion and talent for the field. That might keep you too busy for a small job like mine. But I hope you’ll let me know how it turns out.

      I’ll try to get back to New York soon, if business allows. And if you’re ever interested in visiting Texas, my door’s always open.

      Yours,

      Jack

      Katherine read the note three times, mulling over each word. Before she could manufacture a reason not to, she pulled out her cell phone and dialed Jack’s number.

      “Jack here.” His Southern drawl was sharp.

      “It’s Katherine.”

      “Hey, darlin’.” His voice softened, and it slid over her like a soft breeze. “I wasn’t sure I’d hear from you.”

      “I want to work on the project. With you. Even if you are going home.”

      “That gonna be a problem for Daddy?” His light teasing tone had her straightening her spine.

      “No. It will not be a problem. It has nothing to do with him.”

      Jack chuckled. “Glad to hear it, darlin’. I gotta get my seat on this plane or the nice airline people are going to be upset with me, but send me an email with what you have so far, and let’s talk tonight if you’re available.”

      No rose to her lips, but it was a lie. One she didn’t want to tell. “I’m available.”

      “Good. I’ll call you at this number?”

      She hesitated. Should she limit his calls to work? Did she want to cross the line and make it personal? “Yes.”

      “Might be late your time. You gonna be in bed?”

      Katherine crossed her legs and steeled herself. “You can call me day or night, Cowboy.”

      Jack’s chuckle cut off as he ended the call. Katherine held the phone close for a minute. Had sassing him with his own words been a mistake? A text came through.

      Jack: I plan to call you a lot, Kate.

      Kate? A nickname? God, she liked that so much better than Katie. No matter how many times she asked him not to, her father still called her that little-girl name. Kate sounded like a woman, a strong, independent woman—the woman she was going to be. Yes, she was going to work with Andrew Jackson, no matter what her father said. And she was going to talk to him tonight. Inside, she squealed. Outside, she pasted on a perfectly controlled, confident smile, put her cell phone away, and got to work.
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      Jack’s calls came more and more frequently over the next few weeks, and so did the texts. He called her Kate or “darlin’,” and she’d taken to calling him Andrew because no one else did and she liked the sound of his real name. They’d finished the project already, but he was still calling. He’d been angry for her when she’d told him about being wait-listed for Columbia. Sad when she’d mentioned her mother hadn’t called for her birthday. And thrilled with her perfect score on the group project. But it was the calls late at night, after she’d gone to her room, that she lived for.

      Andrew: You alone?

      Kate: Yes

      Her phone rang, and she shivered before answering, her body already preparing for the pleasure to come.

      “Hey, darlin’.”

      “Hello, Andrew.” Her voice was soft and breathy, and she lay back against her pillows, ready for his instructions.

      “It’s late. Are you already in bed?”

      “Yes.” The buildup was the best part. Answering his increasingly intimate questions.

      “Naked?”

      “Mostly. Just a nightgown.”

      “What color?”

      “Light blue.”

      He groaned. “Like your eyes. My favorite. You gonna lift the hem of that nightie for me?”

      “Maybe.”

      “What do you mean, maybe?”

      “What will I get if I do?” She loved teasing him. Testing his patience.

      “You’ll get to come with my voice in your ear, telling you all the naughty things I want to do to you.”

      “Okay.”

      “All the way up. I want to imagine I can see your pretty pink nipples all hard for me, like I’m hard for you.”

      Katherine slowly slid the sheer fabric up her body. She hummed into the phone and imagined it was Andrew undressing her, touching her.

      “Mmm, love that sound. Is it okay if I take my cock out?”

      “Yes.”

      “Will you get your fingers ready for me? Slide them through that sweet cream so you can stroke my cock?”

      “Andrew,” she moaned as her hand traced down her stomach to her soaking pussy. It ached for his cock. She swirled her fingers through her hot wetness. Andrew grunted, probably touching himself the way he’d told her to. She pressed two fingers inside, wishing it were him.

      “Put the phone on speaker by your hand. I want to hear you fuck yourself. I want to hear your juicy pussy as I come.”

      She held the phone between her legs as she penetrated herself.

      Eyes closed and back arched.

      So close.

      “Katie!” Pounding on the door had her wrenching her fingers from her body, trying to figure out what to do with the phone and how to cover herself. “I need to speak with you right away.”

      “I have to go,” she whispered into the phone and then ended the call. The warmth Andrew had infused her with had turned to ice. “Let me get a robe, Daddy.”

      Katherine flicked the thick fabric on and tied the sash before she opened the door a few inches.

      “Who were you talking to?”

      “What do you want?”

      “I need you to come to a business dinner tomorrow. Seven. Wear something appropriate for Eleven.”

      No. She nodded. That restaurant meant business with a man she was supposed to flirt with. Daddy only ever went there when he was meeting with an older, single client. One who would likely have his hand on her leg the entire night while she fought him from moving higher. “Anything else?”

      He tried to peer around her, but she filled the doorway and lifted an eyebrow. As soon as he was gone, she darted to her phone, expecting a text message. Nothing. She dialed his number, but it went to voicemail. Her I’m sorry text went unanswered.

      Andrew was angry with her. Hell, she was irritated with herself. And with good reason. Was she a woman or a child? It was impossible to tell while she was still living in her father’s home. College and lack of access to her trust fund until she was twenty-five were lame excuses. It was past time.

      She had to get away.

      Visit Texas.

      Make it work with Andrew…if he really was the right man.
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      Jack was done fucking his hand and coming alone. In every other part of his life, when he knew what he wanted, he went after it. Why was he hesitating with the woman who was everything he’d ever dreamed of? The doubts he’d harbored had long since faded. Brilliant Kate had a heart and passion and a sassy, sexy streak a mile wide. It was past time to lasso that wild filly and bring her home. He cleaned up, tucked himself away, and opened up his laptop to find a flight and make an appointment with Ned to handle the details of Jack’s latest upcoming merger. A prenup to go with his proposal that would lead to Kate being in his bed every night.

      A few days later, a redheaded flight attendant leaned across Jack to take the empty coffee cup from the elderly woman seated next to him. His senior seatmate was flying back to New York to see her children and grandchildren and, as she put it, “to be a pain in the ass, but they like my money, and I like being pampered.”

      Jack laughed and flirted with the grande dame while the attendant tried to get his phone number. The distraction was fun, but once they were preparing to land, he couldn’t touch ground soon enough. His leg started to bounce as he calculated the time to get through the airport then the death ride in the taxi, that time straight to the law firm. Too many obstacles remained between Kate and him. He couldn’t wait to see her sparkle, to touch her soft skin, to kiss her again.

      As soon as he pulled his jacket from the overhead compartment, he checked the inner pocket. The black velvet box was safe and sound. After days thinking about it, he still had no idea how he was going to ask her. But first he had to get to the law offices.

      “Jack.” Ned’s voice echoed into the opening elevator.

      Jack smiled as he took Ned’s outstretched hand. Ned pulled him closer into a back-slapping hug. Over the past months, they’d become friends, talking more about life than contracts as the days had passed. The deal had been lucrative, and the profit was starting to be realized, but Jack considered his friendship with Ned and his connection with his future bride the best parts to come out of the deal.

      “Good to see you, partner,” Jack said.

      “You have another contract to negotiate.”

      Jack glanced at the desk. The receptionist’s graying Afro, kind brown eyes, and warm smile were lovely. He gave a polite nod, torn between wishing it were Kate sitting there and relief that he had more time to deal with the electrical charges zinging up his spine at the chance to see her in person again.

      “Let’s get started.” Ned’s voice grounded him, and he followed the man to his office. The door shut, and Ned settled behind his desk. “So, Katherine?”

      Jack retrieved the jeweler’s box and thrust it, already opened, at Ned. “I got the ring. Hoping you had some ideas on how to pop the question.” Damn, the office was warm. He let Ned take the box from him as he struggled out of his jacket and rolled up his shirtsleeves.

      “Think it’s big enough?”

      “Aw hell. I knew I should have⁠—”

      “I’m kidding.” Ned snapped the box closed and handed it back. “She’s going to need a wrist brace and a bodyguard to carry that around.”

      “She’s city fancy. And I wanted something that sparkles almost as much as she does. I’m coming from behind, wanting her to go back to Texas with me and all. Why would she say yes if I don’t give her a show of good faith? Even the prenup is for her daddy, not me.”

      Ned nodded. “Good call. And you read Wallace correctly.”

      “I don’t need her money. I need her.”

      “And you need to talk to Wallace. He’s traditional. He’ll expect that.”

      “That’s the plan. I was hoping you would be able to get me in to see him. And maybe put in a good word?”

      Ned picked up his phone and spoke in soft tones.

      While Ned dealt with the call, Jack picked up a picture frame that faced away. A smiling brunette with warm brown eyes. Mrs. Strauss, most likely. He returned the picture, and Ned reached out to straighten it as he ended the call and stood. “Wallace is in his office now. Has a few minutes.”

      “How should I approach him?”

      Ned tipped his head back and took a deep breath. Then he dropped his sapphire gaze to Jack’s. “Let’s feel the waters. Do some what-if scenarios and judge the response. You don’t have Katherine’s commitment, and I understand you wanting his permission, but he’s a shark, and he’s going to want blood from you in exchange for her.”

      After dancing around the topic of marriage for thirty minutes with Kate’s asshole father, Jack was ready to give up. They’d managed to talk and talk and never once say anything. No wonder lawyers made so damn much money. Ned had caught Wallace up on the deal Jack had done, bragging on the success. Jack had mentioned how much Kate had helped with the marketing, and the old bastard had the audacity to dismiss it and tell Jack that she’d been wait-listed for the master’s program. If he hadn’t already known, he’d have been more pissed. What the hell kind of father was he?

      Jack had turned the tables by asking what she was going to be doing if not going to Columbia. Wallace had mentioned how important she was to the firm, in complete contrast to the way he’d treated her the last time Jack had been in their offices. Her dad was an ass. And Jack was more determined to get Kate away from him. The phone rang, interrupting the windbag’s pontification on a point Jack had long ago lost.

      “Send her in.” Wallace hung up the receiver.

      A moment later, his office door opened, and Kate entered. Jack stood, held out his hands to her, and gave her his best smile, hiding the pain of spending time with her father.

      She froze in the doorway, her gaze bouncing around the room. “I thought you were here alone, Daddy.” She faced Jack. “I thought you were in Texas.”

      Jack took a step toward her, and she stiffened. “Came to see you. And do a little business.”

      Ned’s hand clasped Jack’s shoulder. “We were just finishing up here. Will you excuse us?”

      Wallace and Kate made approving sounds, and Ned guided him out of the office.

      Back in Ned’s office, Jack let his ire fly. “What the hell was all that, partner?”

      Ned relaxed in his chair, but his eyes followed Jack as he paced. Jack wasn’t sure how to calm down. At home, he’d go do some chores on the ranch or take one of the stallions for a ride. Trapped in that concrete column, he understood why an animal would chew its own leg off.

      “Want a drink?” Ned pulled two glasses from a cabinet, then a cut-crystal decanter with an amber liquid.

      “Hell yes.”

      “You surprised her.” Ned poured a dram into each glass.

      “Wasn’t the surprise I had planned. Not that I’m all that convinced she’d say yes at this point.” They’d talked about their dreams, and Kate had said she wanted children. But her East Coast ways and penchant for the word no made her unpredictable and left Jack in a cloud of doubt.

      “Slow down. I’ll have the firm’s driver take you over to the hotel. Wallace had you all spun up. The energy in that room was like a locker room full of football players who’d just lost.”

      The warm liquor took the edge off Jack’s hurt. He didn’t know everything about Kate. She didn’t know everything about him. But he was sure she was the right one. And just like any merger between two powerful entities, resistance was inevitable. Overcoming the hurdles was Jack’s specialty. He dropped into a chair. “You’re right.”

      Ned smiled and sipped his scotch.

      The smooth ride to the hotel and the luxurious accommodation along with the afterglow of the drink had cleared Jack’s tension. He was splayed out on the bed, scheming scenarios to prove to Kate he was the one for her, when his phone rang.

      “Andrew?” Kate’s soft question had him sitting up immediately. “I…I called to apologize for earlier. You caught⁠—”

      “No apologies necessary. Bad timing.”

      “Are you at the same hotel?”

      “Yeah, it’s nice. Had some dinner sent up earlier.” Jack wasn’t sure how to turn the conversation. “You could come over?”

      “I’m in the lobby. I could come up.”

      Jack sprung from the bed. “Room fifty twelve.”

      “I’m on my way.”

      After ending the call, Jack hurriedly smoothed the duvet. He brushed his teeth and put on a clean shirt but stayed barefoot. Before he could open the wine he’d ordered with dinner but hadn’t bothered to try, Kate arrived at his door. Her decisive, take-charge actions turned him on almost as much as her stunning appearance. There was no doubt she was the one for him. But could he convince her the reverse was also true?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Katherine checked her appearance in her compact mirror as the numbers on the elevator display updated. Had she really invited herself to his hotel room? Bold confidence wasn’t a stranger, but it usually expressed itself in terms of her work or her education, not her love life.

      Ha! Who was she kidding? What love life? She spent her free time with her father. She spent her vacations with her mother. She spent the rest of her time at work or in school. Of course, men flirted with her, and she’d had her share of late-night kisses, but for the most part she’d ignored them. People thought her a frigid bitch. Turned out, she’d been waiting for the right opportunity. Waiting for Andrew Jackson. Sexy as hell with that drawl and his strut. Confidence simmered out of his pores in a subtle air of heat and safety. And while he was likely ten years older than her, he wasn’t as old as the men her father pushed her toward. The phone calls they’d shared over the past few weeks had focused her need to that singular man, and she wasn’t going to waste another second.

      Except that when she got to his door, her confidence faltered. What if her impulsive decision to go there was a mistake? She lifted her hand and knocked. Andrew opened the door instantly, his eyes dancing over her. She raised her chin, rested her hand against his chest. His heart pounded, like hers. She closed her eyes and pressed her lips to his.

      Heat and electricity set her body on fire. His arm went around her waist, and he pulled her inside. She moved her arms to his neck. The door closed as he pressed his body to hers, parting her lips with his tongue. Opening for him, she savored his minty taste, their connection, the promise of more. Before she was ready, he retreated a step outside her grasp and slid his fingers through a free curl of her hair. His wicked smile soothed her sense of loss.

      “I’m glad you’re here.” Andrew eased her coat off and tucked it into a small closet. He took her hand and led her into the room. “I was just about to open a bottle of wine.”

      When they reached the small dining table in the corner surrounded by floor-to-ceiling windows, he released her. Moving her gaze to the view, she wasn’t surprised to see the building that held her family’s law firm. The sun had set, and windows in the skyscrapers acted as stars in the frosty night.

      The subtle pop of the cork drew her attention to the room. Andrew had his back to her as he poured two glasses. And, damn, that backside. She swallowed the desperate hunger for him. Her plan to take the man to bed hadn’t been well thought out. She’d expected things to be like their sexy phone calls, show up and let him take over. He had some kind of magic over her that no man ever had before, but he was giving her too much time to think.

      Andrew picked up the glasses and faced her. “Don’t move. You look beautiful framed by the skyline.”

      She took the offered glass and sipped. Dark berry heat slid down her throat. He moved behind her, nudging her around to stare out at the buildings lit by unknown occupants. He nibbled at her neck, and she shivered. His hand glided over her ribs to her hip, and he leaned away from her. The clink as he set his own glass down had her nerves tingling. But she stayed frozen, not moving, as he’d requested, his commands exactly what she’d counted on. Exactly what she craved. But the intensity of being in his physical presence, not a voice on the phone, was overwhelming.

      Despite her lingering uncertainties, she was committed to enjoying everything that her cowboy was offering. Even for one night or when he happened to be in town. And the way he looked at her with respect and admiration deviated from everything she’d known. It was a heady thing to be treated as more than a body by a man sexy enough he could have taken just that and she’d have been satisfied.

      “You shine so bright.” Andrew’s voice was low in her ear, a caress as warm and solid as his hand on her shoulders. “I need to see more of you. Will you let me, Kate? Can I unwrap you like a present?”

      She sipped her wine for courage. “Yes,” she whispered.

      Andrew slid the zipper down on her dress, placing delicate kisses along her spine as it was exposed. His tongue trailed the path back up, his hands following. She pressed her thighs together to temper the ache. He brushed the fabric from her shoulders, and the dress gathered at the top of her breasts. Her free hand fluttered with her urge to capture the fabric. Her eyes went to his reflection in the window. “What if someone sees?”

      “Then they’ll be jealous.” He kissed her neck at the juncture of her shoulder. “They’ll be turned on.” He placed a matching kiss with a tiny nip on the other side. “They’ll wish they were here.” He trailed his fingers down her arm. “Are you scared?”

      No. She wasn’t. Not with Andrew at her back, making her feel like the most beautiful woman on the planet. She moved her arms and adjusted her wineglass, allowing her dress to pool around her feet.

      “Damn.” His voice was breathless and reverent as his hands cupped her over her bra. She tilted her hips toward him instinctively. “I like this lace. And these tight little nipples.” He squeezed each gently and grazed her neck with his teeth. “You’ve got me so hard, darlin’.”

      The rod at her back confirmed he wasn’t lying. She wiggled against him.

      Andrew chuckled. “Yeah, that’s all for you.”

      It might be for her, but what did he expect? Her stomach fluttered. The plan to seduce Andrew had been impulsive and vague and centered around a bed in a dark room, not a brightly lit sitting area with a wall of windows. Hopefully he’d keep taking the lead.

      He tugged at the thin edges of her panties, quieting her concerns. The silky fabric brushed her inner thighs as he drew it down her legs, his warm breath teasing her. She let him help her free herself of the lingerie and the dress until she was practically naked in front of the window, wearing only a bra and heels and a sexy man at her back. What if someone she knew recognized her? Never mind that it was irrational to think that anyone would see them that far up through thick double-paned hotel windows. Andrew had her on a stage, and, as far as she was concerned, there were eyes on her. Her pussy clenched at the disturbingly naughty image.

      Her worries disappeared in an onslaught of sensation when Andrew pulled her hips back and buried his face in between her legs from behind.

      “Andrew,” she cried out as his warm tongue teased her lips apart and did things to her she’d only dreamed about.

      He flicked her clit, and the vibration rushed up her spine. “You taste so good.”

      Katherine scratched at the window, looking for something to hold on to besides the damn wineglass. That man’s mouth was wicked, teasing and tasting. Flicking and sucking. Tight tension balled low in her belly. Every muscle in her body quivered with anticipation. Even the roots of her hair tingled. Her legs shook in her heels, and she was in danger of collapsing. His tongue traced along her pussy and right up to her ass. She flinched.

      “Sh. Mine, all mine.” His fingers slid inside her wet channel, and he found the spot that made her forget any rules or inhibitions she’d brought into his room. Slowly, he spun her as he fucked her with his long, strong fingers. Relentlessly pushing her toward an orgasm that would rip her apart. A cold glass panel at her back. Andrew’s hot tongue flicking her clit. He’d moved her legs over his shoulders, moaning as if she were the best thing he’d ever eaten. Her breath caught at the sight of his blond head buried in her pussy, worshiping her. His name ripped from her throat as every muscle in her body contracted, and wetness coated her thighs.

      She panted, trying to catch her breath and regain ownership of her limbs. Andrew smiled up at her, his face glossy with her cum, while he set her down on shaky legs. Heat crawled up her skin. Yet in the pause, her apprehension reemerged. Someone in the next room might have heard. Someone in the night might have seen. Someone might know she’d lost control.

      Andrew stood and pressed her body to his. “Stay with me tonight.”
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      Jack left his hands on Kate’s hips. They weren’t done, even though she wouldn’t meet his eyes. The urge to beg beat at his throat, but he waited for her answer to his invitation. Eating her out in front of the window, in front of what might be a million people, had been a total fantasy, and her taste lingered on his tongue. Would she let him show her more? God, if he couldn’t put his cock inside her and make her his, he was going to lose his mind. But her reaction to finding him in her father’s office had left him with doubts. Was she as connected to him as he felt to her?

      “I can’t stay.” She lifted her dress from the ground, and Jack dropped his hands. “I came over here on an impulse. To apologize. You caught me by surprise earlier, and I wanted to explain in person. But then…this. And I don’t have any other clothes. And my father will expect me back. And…” She glanced at him.

      A scared rabbit. The confidence blown away by an exhibitionist orgasm. But she’d been into it during the scene. Jack took a slow breath. “Of course, darlin’. What about tomorrow? We could spend the day together?”

      “Doing what?” The tiniest hint of nervousness in her voice.

      Jack shrugged. “Whatever you like.”

      The corners of her mouth rose slightly. “I can show you all the best parts of New York.”

      The only good thing in New York was Kate, and his buddy Ned. But a day with her doing anything was better than a day without. She was skittish. He could work with that. He helped her into her dress and rose, turned her, and slid the zipper up. “Nothing would please me more than to spend time with you.”

      She patted her hair, which was still mostly in place. A few more tendrils had escaped her updo, but it only added to her beauty. He liked that he’d mussed her perfect facade.

      He took the half-empty glass of wine from her hand. “Should we meet for breakfast?”

      She agreed and told him to meet her in the lobby. Jack narrowed his eyes. She was going to be a challenge. Everything worth having was, so he nodded and escorted her to the door with a smile.

      “Can I see you downstairs? Get a taxi?” Jack asked.

      “My driver. He’ll be waiting for me.”

      Either she was lying or she hadn’t planned to stay. But he’d moved too fast all the same. They’d shared all kinds of intimacy when he’d been a thousand miles away. But once he’d gotten close, she’d put distance between them. It shouldn’t have been a surprise; the space between fantasy and reality was a million miles. Spending the day with her would give him some insight. Either she wanted him but was too scared to take what she wanted or she just liked the attention but had no intention of committing.

      “What time?” Her voice wavered.

      Jack tugged her into his arms. “The earlier, the better.”

      She pressed her body into him and lifted her chin. He dropped his lips to hers in a sweet kiss. And then he opened the door to set her free. Would she come back to him?

      “Seven thirty?”

      “I’ll be waiting for you, darlin’.”
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      Jack was too keyed up to use any of the lobby seating. Kate had texted she was on the way, and rather than wait outside in the rain, he’d restrained himself to watch for her entrance. As soon as the lobby elevator opened, he stopped breathing. Her attempt at casual with her black denim and chunky-heeled boots couldn’t hide the citified jewel that glowed from within. She was perfect, as always. Jack met her in the parting doors and guided her back inside. He pushed the button for the ground floor and, as the elevator closed, he pressed his lips to hers and didn’t stop kissing her and tasting her until the elevator stopped again.

      She lifted her wide-eyed gaze to his, dazed but still sparkling.

      “Hi.” He allowed his cockiness to show in his smile. She was as breathless as he’d been.

      She brought her hand to her swollen lips. “Hi,” she whispered.

      “Hungry?” Jack guided her out of the elevator.

      Kate nodded with a glance at his crotch.

      He chuckled. “For breakfast.” With her arm tucked tight into his, they rushed over to her car through a light drizzle. The driver closed them in with a quick nod for Jack.

      “Bagels,” she said.

      “Really?” In Jack’s experience, women built like Kate didn’t eat bread. Ever. She rose another notch in his esteem.

      “Best in the world.” She told her driver to take them to some guy and his daughters’ place.

      The little white storefront with the blue awning was unlike any deli Jack had been to before. The sheer quantity of fish selections was completely foreign to his beef-loving body. But he trusted Kate and ordered the same thing she had.

      “You okay with to-go?” she asked him. “I want to catch the first ferry.”

      Jack agreed, and in minutes they were back in the car enjoying the best damn lox bagel he’d ever had. Impressively, Kate had put away half of hers in short order. In the pause before starting the second part, Jack asked, “Where are you taking me?”

      “Statue of Liberty and Ellis Island. It’s mandatory for a visitor. Thought we’d get it out of the way early before it gets overrun with tourists. It’s supposed to be warm today. For December.”

      “So you’re taking me to all the expected spots,” he teased.

      “Of course. You have to check the required boxes at least once.”

      There was that confidence he adored. Her take-charge attitude was so sexy when it made an appearance.

      As they sailed away from the second island, Jack resonated with even greater appreciation for the pillars of his country, something he hadn’t thought possible. Kate shivered, and he wrapped himself around her. “That was amazing, thank you,” he said low next to her ear.

      “It’s one of my favorite places, but I never go unless I’m taking a visitor.”

      “Did your family come through Ellis?”

      “Philadelphia, before this one opened. In fact, my great-great-grandfather moved to New York to help the newcomers. His grandson, my grandfather, started our firm.”

      The pride in her family was evident, exactly like his own sense of family. He wrapped himself around her a little tighter. “Where to next, darlin’?”

      “The Met?”

      History. Art. Jack liked that she hadn’t assumed he wouldn’t be interested. They disembarked at the port, and he squeezed her close to him in the back of her car, more aware of how important it was to make her his bride soon and start their lives together.

      The museum was wondrous. Not only the amazing art but the artifacts. He could have spent hours with the armor and weapons. There was an inlaid Colt revolver that would have made his father weep at its beauty. Kate led him to the most famous works as if she were showing him around her home.

      “You spend a lot of time here,” he said as they strolled past a Tiffany stained-glass wall.

      “Since I was a child. When I was eight, I slipped away from my mother to see historic clothing they had on display. I’d begged to go, but she wanted to see the Picassos. She didn’t realize I was gone right away, but once she did—panicked. The security guards found me immediately because I’d gone to the café where the staff knew me. They’d given me a snack while I waited for her.” She grasped his hand, and her warm, soft fingers eclipsed any other sensation the art could have created.

      He tugged her closer, intending to kiss her, but she put her hand on his chest, and pink covered her cheeks. It still surprised him that not everyone appreciated an audience, but he relaxed his hold.

      “Want to get some coffee?” she asked and then dropped her hand.

      He let her lead him, and they sat at one of the small tables surrounded by other groups of people. A child called out to her mother. The woman was visibly pregnant, and her husband was easing her into a chair. Tightness gripped Jack’s heart. He glanced at Kate, who had also been captured by the scene. She turned back to him.

      “Cute family. I always wished I had a sibling.”

      “I’ve got two.” Jack let his pride in them come out. “Couldn’t imagine life without them, no matter how many times we tried to kill each other.”

      Kate’s lips lifted into a slight smile, and he could see their future in her eyes. They could have everything. His dreams and hers. He regretted his decision to leave her ring in the hotel safe. Proposing in the Met could have been perfect.

      They finished their coffees and left. The early moisture in the air had cleared up. Jack paused outside the car. In the café, the trees had called to him through the windows. Although they’d lost their leaves, they were alive, and spots of green peeked out from between the trunks, the only disruption from the hard glass, brick, and concrete he’d seen. “Hey, can we give your driver a break? I’ve heard there’s a skating rink in the park.”

      Kate hesitated, staring down the pavement toward the urban forest that flanked the building. Her phone rang. She checked the screen and held up a finger as she answered. “Hi, Daddy.”

      That greeting was like rope being dragged across a wound. The sooner he got her away from that pompous ass, the better. Jack calculated how he could arrange for them to go their separate ways to change for dinner. He could get the concierge to secure a reservation somewhere nice and then pop the question. Everything would settle into place as soon as he got that ring on her finger and her settled in Texas.

      Kate put away her phone and patted her pinned hair. “I have to go. I’m so sorry, Andrew.”

      Jack’s plans poofed in a cloud of mental smoke. “You’re leaving me here?”

      “No, of course not. We’ll drop you back at the hotel, but I have to meet my father. I forgot about a business dinner we have.” She slid into the car.

      Jack gave one last longing look toward the trees and followed her. “It’s Saturday.”

      “He depends on me.”

      They rode in silence to the hotel, Kate texting while he stared out the window. When they stopped in front of the Mandarin, Jack kissed Kate’s cheek and thanked her for a wonderful day, but her mind was already elsewhere. She hadn’t even asked how long he would be in the city.

      At that point, he saw no reason to stay.
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      Katherine hesitated on the sidewalk outside the museum. The longing on Andrew’s face was almost comical.

      “Hey, can we give your driver a break? I’ve heard there’s a skating rink in the park.”

      The park would be wonderful. As warm as it was, the damp mist from that morning was just a memory. Past lunchtime, maybe she could call in a to-go order and her driver could deliver it to them. A picnic in the forest sounded so romantic. She considered where they should order from, but her phone rang before she could decide. A glance at the screen had her holding up her finger. Daddy didn’t need to hear Andrew’s voice.

      “Hi, Daddy.”

      Before she’d finished the greeting, her father spoke over her. “Brewster flew in unexpectedly. We have dinner in two hours, and you know how long it takes you to get ready. I need you. This is a huge client.”

      “I didn’t⁠—”

      “Not everything can be planned, Katie. Got to strike while the iron’s hot. The firm needs you.”

      Katie. That name grated on her last nerve, and she was so close to telling her father no, but two things stopped her. She didn’t want to have an argument in front of Andrew, and it was her family’s firm. Her grandfather’s greatest accomplishment. Everything she had—every opportunity, every moment in her life—was a gift from the firm. She owed it to her father and
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