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    To the sexy six, you know who you are. :)
Karen, you were the inspiration for the notebook along with Sgt Carebear. I still smile when I think of it.
To my husband, always.
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​Chapter One: Most Likely to Charm
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​

The last person Amy Wheeler expected to bump into in Ashby Lake was Julian Ward. The Julian Ward—as in, cheekbones sharp enough to cut glass, suits custom enough to make her wallet whimper and a past entangled with hers in glorious high school drama.

Back then, the three of them—Julian Ward, Lance Foxwell and Amy Wheeler—had been pure legend. If trouble had a yearbook, they were voted Most Likely to Charm Their Way Out of It. Julian had always been too wild for a small town like this. Too dangerous. Too tempting.

And yet, here he was. In the middle of Ashby Lake. In broad daylight. Wearing tailored sin and a smirk.

She hadn’t seen him since the moment—that delicious, heart-thudding night after Lance had cheated and she’d been angry enough to throw gasoline on the fire of heartbreak. Julian had been the flame. They’d stopped just short of disaster, but her body had remembered every second of almost.

And now?

She was stepping out of her newly purchased building when she heard the voice that once turned her spine into jelly.

“Amy? What are you doing here?”

Julian pulled her into a hug as if no time had passed at all. She leaned in—because why not stir the pot a little?—and kissed him on the cheek. She caught the woman next to him practically throwing daggers with her eyes. Well, well. That was fun.

“I just bought this building, Julian. How are you?” she asked sweetly, squeezing his arm and locking eyes like a challenge.

Jealous Dagger-Eyes was steaming. Amy clocked the storm brewing in her expression with a flicker of amusement.

“And your friend?” Amy asked, tipping her head, dialing up the sweetness just shy of sticky.

Julian made the introductions. “Cassidy Myers, Amy Wheeler.”

Amy offered her hand. Cassidy offered a smile that could curdle cream. “Pleased to meet you,” Cassidy said, with all the enthusiasm of a MOT line.

“Let’s grab a coffee and catch up,” Julian said, already steering her toward a diner called The Perch.

Amy smiled at Cassidy. “Julian, be nice,” she said low, catching the flicker of hurt on Cassidy’s face.

Julian shrugged, unconcerned. “She’s just a reporter.”

Oof. Ice cold.

As they settled into the diner, Julian glanced at her hand.

“No ring. I thought you and Lance were supposed to be married by now.”

She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, well, sometimes life doesn’t give you what you planned.”

Cassidy followed them like an unwelcome shadow, plopping down at the table uninvited.

“Why’d you buy the building, Miss Wheeler?”

“I’m opening a bakery.”

“Chain or independent?” Cassidy asked, tone a little too slick.

“Independent,” Amy replied, already over it.

Julian shut it down. “Cassidy, why don’t you set up a formal interview another time?”

Cassidy stood, syrupy smile in place. “Maybe I’ll do a puff piece for your grand opening.”

“Maybe I’ll bake you a pie you won’t choke on,” Amy muttered under her breath, grinning after the woman left.

Julian raised an eyebrow. “What’s so funny?”

“She wanted to stake her claim.”

“She already had me. We move in different circles now.” Julian brushed it off. “So what happened to Lance?”

Amy’s smile went brittle. “Which time?”

Julian blinked.

“He cheated,” she said, tone light, like she was reciting the weather. “Then again. Then again. And each time, I forgave him because he looked so sorry. So broken.”

She sighed. “Turns out, I was the broken one. I just didn’t know it yet.”

Just then, a petit and stunning brunette server appeared with a name tag that read Lara.

“Julian, what can I get for you and your guest?”

“Black coffee for me, cappuccino for Amy,” Julian said.

Amy blinked. “You remember my coffee order?”

Julian smiled. “I have a good memory. Especially about you.”

Danger. Red alert. Flirtation incoming.

As Lara walked away, Amy turned to him. “So, why a bakery?” Julian asked.

Amy leaned back. “After Lance, I went to Paris. I was aimless, took some cooking classes. Turns out, I have a love affair with butter. And flour. And sugar. Running a bakery just...fits. Quiet town, low overhead, new beginning.”

Julian let that settle, then he leaned in a bit closer.

“And I remember your coffee order because I always thought you could do better than Lance.”

Amy smirked. “As in...you?”

He didn’t deny it. Of course he didn’t.

Lara returned and Amy took a sip of her cappuccino. It was delicious. She raised her eyebrows.

“This is really good.”

“You’re the new owner of the Bradley Building, aren’t you?” Lara asked.

“Word travels fast.”

“Small town,” Lara said with a dramatic eye roll. “No secrets.”

Amy grinned. “I like it.”

Amy and Lara's talk turned to supply chains and potential partnerships. Amy was already filing away names, competition (like Debbie Kelly) and local flavors.

“So,” Julian said as Lara brought over a slice of pie, “why not date me?”

Amy froze, fork halfway to her mouth.

“Excuse me?”

He leaned in. “We know each other. Same circles. Same chemistry. You kiss as if you’ve got all the time in the world.”

Amy flushed. Her body betrayed her—again—with a pleasant little shiver. That kiss, from years ago, had short-circuited her rational brain. No one had ever kissed her like that.

“Sorry to disappoint, Julian, but I gave that all up. Dating, society, you know all the glitz and glamour.”

He looked pointedly at her shoes. “Says the woman wearing Prada.”

Amy laughed. “Okay, maybe not the clothes. But I walked away from that world. I don’t miss it.”

They shared the pie—amazing, but Amy mentally crossed off pies from her menu. No way was she about to go up against Debbie Kelly. That woman baked with magic.

Coffee and pie done, Amy stood. “Thanks for the coffee, Julian. I’ve got packing to do and a whole new life to build. Let’s do this again sometime.”

Julian stood, wrapped her in a hug that lingered just a second too long. His breath brushed her ear.

“I’m really looking forward to seeing more of you.”

Shivers. Real, actual, traitorous shivers.

She stepped back and smiled, steady despite the swoon she felt deep in her bones. Then she turned and left.

Julian watched her walk away, memorizing every sway of her hips.

Chris Kelly, local farmer, volunteer firefighter and everyone’s favourite golden retriever, arrived just as Amy disappeared out the door.

“Who was that?” Chris asked, glancing at Julian.

Julian’s voice was low. “Chris, did you ever wish for a do-over?”

Chris shrugged. “Everyone does.”

Julian’s smile was private. “She’d be mine.”

“Really? What happened?”

​“Back in high school, Amy was the girl. Lance stepped in, so I settled for being the best friend. But now?” Julian smiled like a man with a plan. “She’s moving to Ashby Lake.”
​
◆◆◆

The moment he saw her, Julian nearly tripped over his own designer shoes.

Amy Wheeler.

In Ashby Lake.

A ghost from a past he’d never managed to bury.

She was stepping out of the old Bradley Building in a simple dress and heels, trouble wrapped in sunshine. His breath hitched—just slightly—but enough to make Cassidy glance at him sideways. Of course she did. Cassidy was attuned to his micro-reactions like a shark to blood.

“Amy?” he said, already moving toward her.

She looked up and time did that stupid slow-motion thing it never did in boardrooms or battlefields. Her lips curved into that wicked, amused smile—the one that always said she knew something you didn’t. That smile had once talked him into stealing the principal’s car and sneaking it onto the football field with “PROM QUEEN” painted on the hood.

He’d hung out with Lance in high school for one reason and one reason only: Amy.

Not that Lance had ever realized. That egotistical idiot thought Julian just enjoyed their mutual love of chaos. But the truth? Amy had been the architect of all that chaos. Lance took the credit, but Amy was the one who planned the heist, timed the getaways, sweet-talked the teachers. Julian had just provided the smirks and the distraction.

And when Lance cheated on her that first time, Julian had waited. He didn’t swoop in—he wasn’t that guy. But when she showed up at that party looking like heartbreak wrapped in leather and wine-coloured lipstick?

God. He still remembered the way she kissed him.

How she’d pulled him into that empty dorm stairwell, fingers in his hair, breath hot and angry and sweet against his mouth. He remembered how she tasted. How her laugh had caught in her throat when he pressed her against the wall, how close they’d come to losing control completely.

And then she left him hanging. Lance came crawling back with his empty promises and Amy—fiercely loyal Amy—chose history over possibility.

He never blamed her. But he’d never quite forgiven himself for letting her walk away either.

Now, here she was. In front of him. In Ashby Lake, of all places.

She kissed his cheek—kissed it—and Julian felt every nerve ending snap awake as if they’d been electrocuted.

“I just bought this building, Julian. How are you?” she asked, her hand squeezing his arm in a way that had no business being that casual and that intimate at the same time.

God, she was still fire.

He introduced her to Cassidy, who instantly locked in like she’d spotted competition. Amy, naturally, met her icy charm with warm mischief.

They started walking toward The Perch. Cassidy followed, of course. Julian barely noticed. Amy had all his focus.

“I don’t see a ring on your finger. Thought you and Lance were supposed to be married by now,” he said, almost smug.

Her smile was sharper than a knife. “Yeah, well, sometimes things don’t go as planned.”

No ring. No Lance. No reason to hold back.

When Cassidy started in with the twenty questions, Julian shut her down. “Cassidy, schedule a formal interview. Amy and I are catching up.”

Translation: Go away. You are interrupting something sacred.

Amy laughed when Cassidy left and Julian felt something warm tug in his chest. God, she still laughed like that? Like mischief was her mother tongue?

“She was trying too hard to get you,” Amy said, eyes sparkling.

“She already had me,” Julian said simply. “But we move in different circles.”

They sat, they talked. She told him about Paris, about baking, about rebuilding. And every word she spoke was a flame licking at the walls he’d so carefully constructed around that night in university.

He remembered the curve of her neck, the way her breath hitched when his hands found her waist. He remembered how close they’d come. The way she’d stopped them just before they crossed the line.

He’d gone home and taken the longest, coldest shower of his life.

And now here she was, saying words like fresh start and new life, sipping cappuccino like she hadn’t just spun his world back off its axis.

When he mentioned dating, she blinked. Surprised. Flushed.

God, that blush. She could wear Prada and diamonds and still be the girl who made his heart skip a beat with just a glance.

He wanted her.

Still.

More than ever.

Even after all this time, all this distance.

She turned him down with a laugh, said she’d walked away from the old world.

He saw right through it. The fire was still there.

She stood to leave and he stood with her, brushing a hug into something that curled his fingers around her waist a second too long. He leaned in, letting his voice drop low—low enough that only she could hear.

“I’m really looking forward to seeing more of you.”

And oh, how she shivered.

Victory? No. That wasn’t the game anymore.

This was something older. Deeper.

As she walked away, he didn’t even try to hide the fact that he was watching.

Chris showed up, a breeze of boyish sincerity.

“Who was that?”

Julian’s eyes didn’t leave the door. “Chris, did you ever wish you could get a do-over?”

Chris blinked. “Of course.”

“She would be mine.”

Chris sat down, curious. “Really? What happened?”

Julian finally turned to face him, a ghost of a smile on his lips. “Back in high school, Amy was the girl. But Lance stepped in. So I made friends with Lance. I wanted to be close to her, even if I couldn’t have her.”

Chris tilted his head. “Are you going to see her again?”

Julian didn’t hesitate.

“Oh yes,” he said and for the first time in a long time, it wasn’t a business deal or a headline he was plotting.

It was her.

She was moving to Ashby Lake.

And this time?

He wasn’t letting her go.
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​Chapter Two: What Brings You to Joy?
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​

The next few weeks passed in a sugar-dusted, coffee-fueled blur. Amy barely had time to breathe, let alone think about Julian Ward. Not that she was avoiding him. Not openly.

She simply... rearranged her schedule when she heard he'd be in town. And maybe she absolutely didn’t linger too long at The Perch in case he happened to swing by. She was busy. Productive. Focused.

And if she dreamed about cheek kisses and low murmurs in her ear while folding parchment paper at 2 a.m.? Well, dreams didn’t count.

Joy—her bakery—was everything she hoped it would be. She’d painted the walls warm peach, added vintage display cases and hung a mismatched chandelier above the front register that sparkled like something out of a French patisserie. It was small. Bright. Happy. Hers.

She coordinated her menu with The Perch’s offerings, careful not to step on Mrs. Kelly’s pie empire. Joy specialized in cakes, muffins, delicate scones and dangerously good cookies. And on Tuesdays, she sold her cinnamon knots that could make grown men weep.

She ran the shop with two employees: Geoff, who had a crush on her that he thought she didn’t notice (she did), and Susan, who was twenty-two, sweet as lemon glaze and easily flustered by anything in a tailored suit.

◆◆◆

The bell over the bakery door jingled with smug enthusiasm.

Amy glanced up from the tray of cooling tarts just in time to see Cassidy Myers breeze in. She was a lifestyle segment come to life—messy bun, oversized sunglasses and a notebook clutched in one hand like it held secrets. Which, knowing Cassidy, it probably did.

“Tell me you have five minutes and a pastry that says ‘friendly local business owner,’ not ‘woman hiding from her past,’” Cassidy said, already halfway to the counter.

Amy straightened. “That’s oddly specific.”

Cassidy smiled, all teeth. “You inspire oddly specific things.”

Amy slid a tart onto a plate. “What brings Ashby Lake’s favourite reporter to the bakery without a latte in her hand?”

Cassidy set down her notebook and perched on the edge of a stool as if she wasn’t staying long. “I pitched a profile piece on you to Ontario Living. They want a feature.”

Amy blinked. “A feature? On the bakery?”

Cassidy’s tone turned silky. “On the bakery. On you. You’ve got the small-town-girl-makes-good angle, local legacy, second chances... All that delicious human interest stuff. It’s practically begging for a Sunday lifestyle slot.”

Amy hesitated. Her heart was already skipping around in her chest like it wasn’t sure what direction to panic in.

“I don’t know if now’s the best time.”

“That’s why we’re doing it Thursday morning,” Cassidy said breezily. “Golden hour lighting. Right after your morning rush.”

Amy tamped down the flutter in her chest.

“You scheduled an article about me after the Thursday morning rush?”

Cassidy gave her a glittering smile. “You’re welcome. Authenticity photographs beautifully.”

Amy’s mouth opened, closed. “This is a setup.”

“Only if you let it be.” Cassidy leaned forward, voice soft and saccharine. “Besides... wouldn’t it be nice for people to know who you really are? Before someone else tells that story for you?”

Amy stared at her.

Cassidy picked up her notebook again, tapping it once against the counter. “Thursday at ten. Don’t flake.”

She turned and walked out, leaving behind the scent of vanilla and emotional manipulation.

Amy looked at the empty doorway. Her hands were still dusted with flour, but her palms were suddenly cold.

The article wasn’t just about the bakery.

Cassidy was drawing lines.

And Amy had just been drafted into the story.

◆◆◆

By that Saturday, Amy had a solid rhythm—at least until twenty minutes before closing.

The bell above the door jingled and Amy glanced up from the register.

Julian Ward.

She gripped the counter feeling as if it might float her through this moment.

Well, well, look who finally decided to darken my doorstep with cheekbones and intentions.

“Hey, stranger!” she said, injecting cheer into her voice and not letting on that her pulse had just triple-thumped. “What can I get for you?”

Julian raised an eyebrow—the good one. The devastating one.

Amy flushed.

Cool. Great. Nothing like a little involuntary facial combustion to spice up the afternoon.

Before he could say a word, Susan materialized out of thin air.

“Oh! Mr. Ward!” she gasped, hands fluttering as if she was a debutante with the vapours. “I didn’t know you were here—I didn’t mean to keep you waiting—”

“It’s okay, Susan,” Julian said smoothly, his voice as rich and low as fresh-ground espresso.

Of course he knew her name. Of course he did.

Amy gave Susan her best “go home, sweetie” smile. “Susan, I’ll help Julian. Why don’t you clock out a little early?”

Susan looked devastated. She managed a nod and disappeared into the back, probably to text every friend she had: OMG JUST SAW Julian Ward.

Amy came around the counter, trying not to roll her eyes too hard.

This man walks in and suddenly I’m the background character in my own bakery? Not today, Satan. Not today.

She held out her hands to him. “Welcome to Joy.”

Julian took her hands—his grip firm, warm, possessive in that Ward way—and pulled her in for a kiss on the cheek.

Her knees nearly betrayed her.

Amy blinked, willing herself not to sigh out loud like she was in a Jane Austen novel and he was Mr. Darcy in Armani.

​Be careful, she thought. You play with Julian too long, you might forget it’s a game.

“Now that you’ve flexed that famous Ward charm...” she started, trying to regain control.

Julian arched a brow again.

Oh God.

“...what brings you to Joy?” she finished, smiling, innocent.

Except—

Double meaning.

Amy heard it the moment it came out of her mouth.

Julian heard it too. Oh, he definitely heard it. That grin—slow, lazy, lethal—spread across his lips. A sunrise with ulterior motives.

Amy flushed deeper this time. Full tomato.

Abort. Abort. Abort.

Julian leaned in just slightly. Just enough. “Joy,” he repeated, voice dipped in velvet. “I like that.”

She was so in trouble.

◆◆◆

Julian took a slow turn around the bakery, hands in his pockets, gaze precise—calculating but casual. On the surface, he was a man browsing pastries. In reality, he was collecting intel like a general surveying a battlefield he already intended to conquer.

The space was warm and bright, layered in soft colour and intention. Chalkboard menus. Stained glass over the windows. A curated kind of charm that wasn’t artificial. There was organization here—subtle systems hidden under the homey exterior. Amy had always been a planner, back in school. Every prank, every caper she and Lance dragged him into? Amy had been the mastermind. Lance just brought the recklessness. Julian had brought the money and the smirk. But Amy? She brought the strategy.

And now, standing in Joy, Julian could see that part of her still here—just more refined. More elegant. Just enough chaos in the mismatched tea sets and crooked vintage sign out front to make it hers.

He felt something tighten in his chest. Unwelcome. Familiar.

He pushed it aside.

He hadn’t come just to admire the aesthetics.

Curiosity had drawn him here. But if he was being honest? He hadn’t stopped wanting her—not since that wink across a detention table, or the night in university when she’d almost let go. Almost.

He took a slow breath, letting the scent of sugar and lemon pull him back to now. She was standing behind the counter again, face flushed from that accidental double entendre, brushing flour from her apron like it didn’t make her ten times more attractive.

Julian leaned against the glass case filled with blueberry streusel and lemon cakes, watching her with amused restraint.

“I have to say, Amy,” he said lightly, “this place suits you.”

She tilted her head, recovering quickly. “Thanks. I think I’ve mellowed with age.”

“You haven’t mellowed,” he said, his tone just amused enough to be a compliment. “You’ve focused.”

She frowned, clearly unsure whether to take that as a flirtation or a psychological profile. Probably both.

Julian glanced around once more, then stepped closer.

“I actually came by for more than baked goods,” he said casually, watching her eyes narrow slightly.

​There it is, he thought. That spark. That subtle straightening of her spine. Amy had never passed up a challenge.

“Oh?” she asked, leaning against the counter, arms crossed, pretending to be unfazed.

Julian let a beat of silence hang between them—just long enough for anticipation to do some of the work. Then he said it, offhand, as if it barely mattered.

“I have a charity dinner next week. One of those mind-numbingly dull, high-profile events in Toronto. I need someone intelligent, beautiful and dangerously good with charm to attend with me.”

Amy blinked. “You’re asking me to be your date?”

“I’m inviting you,” he corrected with a slight smile. “Though I understand you probably have endless social obligations in Ashby Lake on a Wednesday evening.”

She gave a soft laugh—rich, suspicious, interested.

“And what, exactly, do I get out of this arrangement?” she asked, tone light but eyes sharp.

Julian stepped into her personal space with the kind of measured confidence that made women lean in—or back away. Amy, predictably, didn’t move an inch.

“Dinner tonight. At the vineyard. Private chef. Excellent wine. You can ask me anything you want about the charity dinner and decide if it’s worth your time.” He smiled, slow and real. “Worst case scenario, you get a free meal in a ridiculous house.”

She gave him a once-over, clearly weighing her options.

Julian knew the look. He’d seen it a thousand times across boardroom tables and over stolen kisses. He didn’t press—just held her gaze, calm, patient, completely sure of his objective.

He wanted her. And he was willing to play the long game. But if he could spark the fire tonight?

Even better.

Amy finally exhaled, lips curving. “You always this subtle?”

Julian grinned. “You used to like when I wasn’t.”

She flushed again—just a flicker—but he caught it.

Game on.

◆◆◆

Amy had missed this.

Not the drama. Not the long, petty war with herself over who she was supposed to be with or how she was expected to behave. But this—the way Julian looked at her as if she was both a puzzle and a dare. The way he challenged her, even when Lance had been standing right next to them.

And Lord, how blind had Lance been?

Julian would flirt in Latin right in front of him and Lance had never caught on. That alone should’ve been a red flag the size of Canada. If your best friend is undressing your girlfriend with his eyes and you don’t notice? You’re either an idiot or you don’t care.

Probably both.

Now Julian was standing in her bakery—her space—smiling like he’d just purchased prime real estate in her head. And okay, maybe he had a little. But she wasn’t the same girl anymore. She wasn’t going to fall for the charming purr of a Ward proposition just because it came wrapped in vineyards and wine labels and tailored suits.

This time? She was going to set the rules.

“A vineyard?” she asked, raising a brow.

“In Ashby Lake.” Julian confirmed, looking just a little too pleased with himself.

Of course. He knew exactly what he was doing. Throwing that afterthought in—oh, did I mention we’d be dining in a vineyard based on something in Tuscany, built for royalty and probably haunted?—please.

Amy crossed her arms and tilted her head. “Well, I can’t exactly show up to your fancy vineyard covered in flour and cinnamon dust.”

Julian’s gaze dropped briefly to her apron. His smile deepened like he was cataloguing every detail for later.

​Down boy, she thought, resisting the urge to fan herself.

“I’ll need to get changed,” she continued. Then, casually—far too casually—she added, “Did you want to come upstairs and have a drink while I get ready?”

There. Bomb dropped. She didn’t blink.

Julian’s response was a study in Ward restraint. One breath. Two. Then that smile—that smile—the slow, lethal curl of lips that had launched a thousand schemes.

He didn’t answer immediately. Just held her gaze with the kind of heat that made her wonder if he could hear the chaos starting to riot in her bloodstream.

He finally spoke, his voice low and unhurried. “I’d like that.”

Amy turned, grabbing her keys from beneath the register. Her heart was trying to stage a coup in her chest.

​Careful, Wheeler, she warned herself. He’s using every page of the old playbook. The challenge. The memory lane. And now a vineyard.
But maybe this time she was writing her own version.
She flipped the “closed” sign, locked the door behind them and gestured toward the back staircase. “Come on, Ward. Let’s see if your wine can compete with my upstairs scotch.”

As she climbed the stairs ahead of him, she could feel his gaze on her. Watching. Calculating.

Good.

Let him wonder who was seducing who.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter Three: The Dragon Awakes
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​

The moment Amy opened the apartment door, Julian knew he was in trouble.

It wasn’t what he expected. Not at all.

It was fashioned after a dream someone had in a Parisian café in 1926 after too many absinthe cocktails and just enough heartbreak.

Open concept—wide and breathing. Soft jazz playing low in the background. The only private space was the bathroom and everything else was decadently, deliberately exposed.

A bed angled beneath the tall windows, sunlight spilling across an unmade duvet like the scene had been staged. A vintage screen stood nearby—filigree and faded gold. The kind of thing that whispered of half-slipped straps and glimpsed silhouettes.

A clawfoot tub gleamed beside the bookshelves.

The kitchen was small but curated, with copper pans hanging like jewelry and a stack of cookbooks that doubled as décor.

There were beaded lamps, crystal ashtrays full of vintage buttons, a chaise lounge draped in actual silk and velvet pillows in deep jewel tones tossed like afterthoughts.

Julian had seen a thousand penthouses. Million-dollar apartments. Designer showcases.

But this?

This was Amy.

He swallowed hard.

“Okay, so maybe it wasn’t just the shoes I couldn’t give up,” she said over her shoulder as she let him in, her voice wry and amused.

He was still standing just inside the doorway when she padded over to a gleaming brass bar cart, her crocs squishing on the hardwood.

She poured two fingers of scotch into mismatched crystal tumblers—one Art Deco, one cut with diamond facets.

She handed him the diamond one.

Julian accepted it with more care than usual. Something about the glass—and the woman holding it—felt expensive in ways that had nothing to do with money.

Amy raised her glass and met his eyes with a soft clink.

“To not making the same mistakes,” she said, her voice low and just this side of cryptic.

Julian’s brow ticked, just slightly. “Which mistake are we talking about?”

She didn’t answer. Just took a slow sip, lashes lowering as she watched him over the rim of her glass like a cat watching a mouse think it was in charge.

Julian sipped too, though he wasn’t entirely sure what he was drinking anymore. The scotch burned, but it was her presence that really lit him up. She was standing there—flour still on her sleeve, lips smiling like sin, eyes daring him to make a move—and all he could think about was the fact that she might get undressed behind that screen.

In this room.

Where he was standing.

Where there was no safe place to look that didn’t whisper of her skin and silk.

He didn’t usually lose focus. But the rules didn’t apply here. Not with her.

Amy set her glass down and gestured casually toward the screen, her voice light. “Give me three minutes, Ward. Don’t touch anything you can’t afford to break.”

Julian lifted his glass. “Tempting
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