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      She’s too fucking skinny, Emmett thought, as his palms encased Alexis’ narrow waist, brushing against her pronounced hip bones. She wasn’t the type of woman that appealed to him, yet he’d likely be taking her home tonight, unless Janet smartened up and accepted his offer.

      He snorted. Like that would ever happen.

      His lips inches from Alexis’, he stared into her eyes, trying to project an air of lust and need, but it was damn hard to do when her cheekbones poked out from her pale face and her eyes lacked much emotion, and pretty much all common sense.

      Instead, he pictured Janet, with her gorgeous head of blonde hair, her big pouty lips, and her all too knowing gaze, a gaze that saw through just about any bullshit that was tossed her way. She was incredible.

      Scratch that. She was fucking perfect, actually.

      Yet she wouldn’t let him touch her, wouldn’t even let him take her out on a date. And not for lack of trying. It had been years since he’d started trying to win her over. She should throw him a scrap just for his persistence alone, but she was too damn stubborn. It was another thing he adored about her.

      Nearby, a camera clicked. Both he and Alexis ignored it.

      How much longer would Janet put him off, he wondered. Not for the first time, he had considered giving up on her, but he needed her to realize that he wanted more than just a couple of hot, sweaty nights. Of course, he wanted those too; he just wanted a hell of a lot more than a night, or even a long weekend. With Janet, he wanted everything, but she wasn’t willing to look beyond his playboy past. Or at least that was the most recent excuse she had fed him.

      “That’s great!” Janet’s excited voice cut through his thoughts. Neither he nor Alexis bothered to look toward her. They each held their position until she gave further direction. “Emmett, can you get a little closer? And both of you close your eyes, you know, like you’re actually going to kiss?”

      Emmett followed her instructions, gently pulling Alexis closer, as Janet snapped more photos in rapid succession. Moments later, she announced, “Great, now Emmett, you can step away. He wants some of just Alexis now.”

      Letting his muscles relax, Emmett stepped away from the model and shook his shoulders.

      There was no question of who ‘he’ was. Joshua Coleson. Coleson owned the magazine where they all freelanced, Emmett and Alexis modeled, and Janet worked as Coleson’s most prolific photographer. Although she ran her own side business, Emmett knew most of her coin came from jobs Coleson handed her.

      It wasn’t long ago when hearing her mention Coleson put Emmett’s teeth on edge. It was no secret that she’d carried a torch for her boss, but when he’d run off with a woman half his age and married her in a sloppy, drunken Vegas ceremony, Janet seemed to have lost all respect for him.

      He thought that would have been the perfect time to try to swoop in on her, but then she’d thrown his man-whore ways in his face, declaring she wouldn’t be another notch on his bedpost. No matter what he told her, she didn’t seem to believe he was capable of changing.

      He would. He had. For her.

      Not that she seemed to notice.

      Stepping away from the backdrop, Emmett glanced over at Janet. A large cowl-neck sweater hung from her frame; the three-quarter-length sleeves were pushed up past her elbows, and gold bangles encircled her wrists. Her tight black leggings were stuffed into thermal socks. She was dressed for late autumn, although she often dressed warmly at work, as her studio was always chilly. It was always a few degrees below room temperature—a deliberate move on her part to get her models’ nipples to pop for photos.

      Emmett’s own nipples were tightly beaded, but he doubted that had much to do with the chill; it had everything to do with watching Janet in her element.

      She snapped a few more pictures, repositioned Alexis, and then quickly captured several more photos. He leaned against the hallway wall and waited. He wanted another chance to talk to Janet alone, and when she passed Alexis a bikini, asking her to change, he knew he’d have an opportunity.

      Emmett didn’t bother watching Alexis walk away. Sure, most men would be tripping over themselves for a chance with her, but she didn’t do it for him. He much preferred the way Janet’s hips swayed as she walked, especially in contrast to the high-heeled strut that Alexis sported.

      Janet ignored him while checking her camera, flicking through some of the photos she’d already taken. She smiled at the ones she was proud of, and a little crease appeared between her brows when she spotted an image she was less than pleased with.

      Using caution, Emmett approached her. “Got some good ones?” He asked when she beamed at a few images in a row.

      “Yeah, lots. You brought your A-game tonight.” She turned the camera screen toward him, flashing one particular shot where he gripped the back of Alexis’ head and bent her backward as though he was taking complete control over a very passionate moment. “It’s pretty hot, Emmett. What were you thinking about?”

      He knew the second he answered the smile that tugged at her lips would disappear, but he said it anyway. “You, Janet. I was thinking about you.”

      She glanced from the screen to him. Swallowing hard, she took a step away from him, returning the camera to its mount.

      “Come home with me tonight.” The words were barely above a whisper, not because he cared if Alexis heard, fuck no. It was simply an utterance of something he desired so badly that it was as though his very soul had spoken the words.

      Janet didn’t look at him. “We’ve been through this.” She released a shaky laugh. “Earlier today, actually.”

      “Then let me take you to dinner. I swear I won’t even try to kiss you.”

      With a sigh, she glanced up. “I heard you made plans to hook up with Alexis after the shoot. I’d hate for you to disappoint her.”

      Alexis was a booty call. He knew it. Alexis knew it. Janet knew it. She was a way to get off without attachment. It might seem cold and distant, that’s certainly what it was like anytime he’d fucked her before, but she knew what was what. And he knew he meant the same to her: a warm body to fill the emptiness and lonely nights.

      “Fuck Alexis.”

      Janet’s laugh was full and rich. “I’m pretty sure that’s your plan exactly.”

      Emmett wanted to rage. His fingers curled into fists. How could she not see the sting her rejection caused? That the only reason he bothered with any other woman was to try to forget about her?

      “Emmett, we’ve been through this.” She slanted a look in his direction; one meant to be firm yet kind; one he’d seen on her face far too many times before. “We’re friends. Let’s not ruin that with naked time.”

      He bit his tongue to keep from saying more. He wasn’t going to fucking beg. He’d had enough. Maybe it was time to give up on Janet. But damn it, he wanted naked time. He wanted to cuddle in the morning and listen to stories about her day. He wanted so much more than just naked time with Janet.

      He heard Alexis approaching.

      Stepping closer to Janet, he reached out and grasped her chin, directing her gaze to his. “There’s only so many times I’ll ask before I give up.”

      She blinked up at him. Desire sparked in her gaze, and her breath quickened. “But not yet.”

      And there it was. The hope that kept him coming back. The attraction was mutual. She wanted him; he was sure of that, but something held her back. Her bullshit excuses needed to come to an end.

      Behind them, Alexis coughed, somewhat impatiently.

      Janet jerked backward. “I think I’ve got all the shots I need with you, Emmett.” Her gaze lowered, dripping down his body, lingering over his abs and hips. It wasn’t the first time she’d looked at him with female appreciation. “You can get dressed.”

      The dismissal was clear.

      He nodded before heading down the hall where Alexis had just emerged from. Janet’s studio consisted of a large open space, one she’d staged with various backgrounds, the biggest of which was a bedroom set. Nearby, a holiday backdrop was featured. A narrow hallway led to two small dressing rooms, a bathroom, and her office.

      In the dressing room where he’d left his clothes, he slipped off the pajama bottoms from the shoot, before pulling on his boxers and jeans and tugging his grey Metallica t-shirt on over his head.

      After checking to ensure his wallet, keys, and phone were still in his pockets, he headed back the way he’d come.

      The hallway was eerily quiet. The only sounds were mumbled words carrying from the studio and the familiar sounds of Janet’s camera.

      Each time she rejected him, it chipped away a little bit more at the hard shell he’d erected to protect himself. She was getting closer and closer to exposing the chubby, unpopular kid he’d been in school. He’d worked damn hard to overcome his self-confidence issues. Sure, he had abs most men would kill for. He had an ass you could bounce a quarter off. He’d had plastic surgery to fix the gigantic nose he’d inherited from his dad. He’d paid good money on orthodontics, all of which had to be done after high school once he’d moved out of his parents’ house and had his own funds. There was no way his overly strict, overly religious parents would pay for or permit changes to the body God had given him. They were likely the reason he’d gotten so many tats. It was certainly the reason for the first one.

      After all the work he’d done to mold his body into what he thought society wanted, at his core, he was still the sad little boy with no friends who huffed and puffed and trailed way behind when running laps in gym class. And every time Janet rejected him, that part of him felt it just as strongly as he’d felt the lash of his classmates’ cruel taunts.

      Sighing, Emmett leaned against the wall. He wasn’t eager to return to the studio, not so soon after her most recent rejection. Every excuse she’d give him rattled through his brain.

      She’d liked someone else.

      He fucked around with other women.

      She didn’t want to ruin their friendship.

      Bullshit excuses—each and every one. He saw the way she looked at him, how her gaze lingered. Occasionally, when she directed him in a shoot, she’d put her hands on him, and more often than not, her fingers strayed and lingered. Sometimes it seemed she made up excuses to touch him.

      She could pretend his feelings were one-sided, but he knew she felt the same powerful chemistry that he did. He just needed to find the real reason for her rejection. He wasn’t buying any of the lame ass excuses she flung his way.

      Grinding his teeth, he took another step toward the studio. That’s when he noticed the light was on in her office.

      A quick glance down the hall told him that Janet and Alexis would be a while yet.

      Screw it.

      He strode through the door with only a twinge of guilt. He tapped a finger against the wooden desk before dropping into the chair. With a spin of the wheels, he pulled it closer to the desk. Bypassing the computer, where the monitor displayed her business logo, his gaze skimmed over the photos on her desk and those on the wall. None were of her family; they were all professional images she’d taken—gorgeous women, buff men, and cute babies.

      Her purple travel mug sat nearby, and out of curiosity, he picked it up. Still half full. He wondered if it was unfinished from that morning or a refill from the coffee shop down the road.

      Though his fingers itched to snoop on her phone, he left it where it lay. He shouldn’t be in her office, much less touching something as private as her phone. Thumbing through a pile of mail turned up nothing spectacular, aside from a few Black Friday ads, bills, and a few invitations to early Christmas parties. He tapped one envelope against the edge of the desk.

      After a quick listen to the movement going on down the hall, he attempted to pull open the long, narrow drawer that hung just below the surface of the desk. It was locked. Intrigued, he ran his thumb along the small keyhole in the middle. A smile curved his lips. Janet, the notorious snoop, had something to hide.

      The right top drawer was his next stop. He pulled it open and didn’t find much. A lot of stationery. Sticky notes, pens, paper clips, and a stapler. A handful of envelopes—a half-eaten protein bar.

      He struck gold in the second drawer. Inside was her purse, and while he didn’t dare rifle through it, it was small enough that he could see the rest of the contents of the drawer. It was mostly empty, except for a pair of nail clippers, a stick of lip balm, and a small key.

      Eureka!

      Plucking the key from the drawer, Emmett fit it in the lock. He wasted no time on remorse for his actions, though he did spare a glance toward the doorway. No new movement, but he heard the sound of her camera.

      The key turned in the lock.

      Carefully, he slid the drawer open. It didn’t make a sound. Inside was a thin black binder. Lifting it out, Emmett set it on the desk and flipped it open.

      He shouldn’t have been surprised at the book’s contents, yet he was. Janet was a photographer. She was a snoop. She was a woman with sexual needs.

      Turning each page, he made a quick study of the boudoir images. It was definitely her work. He’d recognize her style anywhere.

      When he heard Janet finishing up her session, he didn’t bother placing it back in its hiding spot. He knew her naughty little secret, and finally, finally, he had a chance
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