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        For my readers,

        Thank you for sticking by me

        and for sticking around.

        I know, this one took a while,

        but’s it’s finally fucking here.

        Let’s do this!!
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      “He’ll be here.”

      Sophie Bennett gritted her teeth against the thumping strains of the dance music vibrating through the floor of the ballroom and into her feet, working their way through her body until they reached her brain and shook it, slamming it against the front of her skull, contributing to the dull ache that had formed there before she’d even arrived at the stupid party.

      She was distracted, and while she’d heard Anna speak, her brain was having trouble comprehending what she’d said. “What?”

      “I said, he’ll be here.”

      Glancing at her phone for the tenth time in as many minutes, Sophie sighed wearily, her shoulders slumping with resignation. “It’s a quarter to twelve, Anna,” she said, raising her voice against the music. “He’s not coming, and I’m tired of waiting. Besides, my feet are killing me. I’m going to bed.”

      Anna tilted her head to one side and lifted a brow. “How could your feet possibly be sore? You’re wearing ballet flats. Unlike me who stupidly wore these monstrosities.” She stuck out her foot, showing off her gold leather ankle boots with the lattice detailing and deadly four-inch stiletto heel.

      Sophie had always loved those boots, even if she could never wear them herself. “But they’re very cute monstrosities,” she said, trying not to laugh at her friend’s pained expression.

      And yeah, okay, so her feet weren’t killing her, not when compared to Anna’s, but usually when she said some body part or other was hurting, Anna put up less of a fight and let Sophie go without argument. But the way her best friend was eyeing her with obvious mistrust meant she wasn’t getting away with it this time.

      With both feet firmly back on the floor, she said, “Nope. Nice try, babe, but you can’t go yet.”

      “Anna, I really am tired,” Sophie groaned. “And I have that video conference with my agent tomorrow. I need my beauty sleep.”

      Her friend snorted. “You’re already beautiful, babe, and that meeting isn’t until after lunch. You could sleep the morning away and still show up on time. Bonus, you don’t even have to wear pants.”

      Sophie pressed her lips together, flattening them into a thin line in the hopes of repressing her heavy sigh. “I don’t even know why I’m here.”

      “Because it’s New Year’s Eve, and we’re here to have fun.”

      That wasn’t even remotely what Sophie had meant, but explaining to her best friend that the on-again, off-again fling she’d been having with Australia’s premier playboy was heading towards off again took more energy than she could muster.

      “Come on, Soph,” Anna pleaded, taking her hands in hers and giving them a light squeeze. “Ethan is probably just waiting to make a grand entrance at the last minute. You know that’s his signature move.”

      “Last minute,” she muttered. “Like an afterthought.”

      Her friend stared at her, concern swirling in her pale green eyes. “Please stay. It’s almost midnight. And hey, if you’re worried about not having someone to kiss when the clock counts down,” she added, waggling her eyebrows and grinning, “I’ve got you covered.”

      Sophie pursed her lips but couldn’t restrain the laughter that bubbled out of her. “Fine,” she said, shaking her head at Anna’s antics. “I’ll give him five more minutes.”

      Anna grinned and grabbed two fresh drinks from a passing waiter, handing one to Sophie. “That’s the spirit.”

      “But I’m not making any promises, Anna, kiss or no kiss. If Ethan doesn’t get here soon, I’m leaving.”

      “Fair enough. But… you’ll see,” she said, distracted by whatever it was she saw over Sophie’s shoulder. “Something wonderful is going to happen tonight. I can feel it.”

      Following Anna’s gaze, Sophie turned to watch a young man rip his shirt off, revealing a body of washboard abs and a plethora of tattoos to a crowd of squealing women.

      Ten years ago, she would have been one of those women. Hell, ten years ago she would have been the one ripping her shirt off.

      Now she just rolled her eyes and refocussed her attention on her friend, one eyebrow cocked and a small grin lifting her lips. “Wonderful.” When Anna didn’t say anything else, she added, “A little young for you, isn’t he?”

      Anna’s taste in men usually ran to the more mature variety.

      Her bestie grinned back. “A little. He’s pretty to look at, though.” She sipped her drink. “What was I saying? Oh yeah. No way is Ethan missing his own party.”

      Sophie’s grin slipped into a forced smile. She didn’t blame Anna for thinking the best of Ethan. The man was adept at making people see only what he wanted them to. But Sophie knew better. She’d seen the man behind the curtain, had seen the mess he hid from the world.

      Which begged the question, why was she still entertaining the idea of being with such a self-absorbed arsehole?

      She wasn’t that lonely.

      Was she?

      Sighing quietly, she handed her untouched champagne back to Anna and said, “Yeah, no. I’m leaving.”

      “No! Wait. Why don’t you just, I don’t know—” She looked around, almost franticly. “—go outside and get some fresh air,” she said, waving the champagne flute at the balcony. When Sophie threw her a dubious look, she pleaded, “Please, Soph? Just until midnight. It’s New Year’s Eve.”

      Sighing again, she let her shoulders slump in defeat. “Fine. You go drool over your pretty boy and I’ll get some fresh air.”

      Pushing through the heated crush of party people, Sophie slipped out through the balcony doors, letting them shut behind her. The noise instantly receded. The temperature, not so much. Oh, the joy of summer in tropical North Queensland—if the heat didn’t kill you, the humidity would. Even at almost midnight, it was still stinking hot outside, and Sophie was glad she’d decided to wear her hair up for the night, even if it didn’t frame her face in a perfect Insta-ready fashion.

      She breathed deeply, her lungs filling with the intoxicating scent of frangipanis and ocean spray, and the continual rolling shush of the waves brushing against the sand helped settle her fractious mind.

      She and Ethan had been enjoying their fling for the better part of a year. Okay, maybe enjoying wasn’t exactly the right term—Ethan didn’t do exclusive—but she couldn’t deny he was fun.

      Especially in the bedroom.

      The man was obsessed with her curves, and as stupid as it sounded for a professional model to admit, he made her feel pretty.

      As successful as she was, as famous as she was becoming, sometimes Sophie still felt like the fat kid she’d been in school. The one who was teased and bullied and lacked the confidence to stand up for herself.

      Obviously, she’d grown since then, both in size and attitude, but along the way, she’d also come to realise that what the world thought of as fat actually wasn’t.

      By industry standards, yes, Sophie and others like her were the proverbial elephants in the room. In reality she was only a size 16. Not that big at all, really. But standing at six feet one, most people found her intimidating regardless of the size of her waistline.

      Which was another thing Ethan had going for him. Even though he was the same height as her, he’d never once made her feel like she took up too much space in the world, never made her feel unfeminine just for being big. And when they were together, his attention was absolute.

      But the gaps between their time together had been widening recently, to the point that she rarely saw him at all anymore, and his invitations had begun to feel obligatory.

      Sophie was certain Ethan had only invited her to ring in the new year with him as an afterthought. She was someone he could hook up with at the end of the night, someone familiar who didn’t require all the little games and banter necessary for luring someone new into bed.

      Not that Ethan had that problem. The scent of money to some women was like the scent of blood to a shark. Drop a billionaire’s heir in the hot tub and watch the gold-digging predators circle.

      Which was why he liked Sophie. She’d grown up with money and didn’t give two shits about it or the status that came along with it. Not that her family’s wealth rivalled Ethan’s—not even close—but it was enough for her to know better than most that money didn’t maketh man.

      Manners did.

      And Ethan’s manners were sorely lacking.

      Take this party, for instance. The man had gone to all the trouble of renting out an entire beachside hotel for this shindig, filled it to the brim with acquaintances, friends, and sycophants, then didn’t even have the decency to show up.

      Typical.

      She wasn’t even sure why she was surprised anymore. The man had practically made a career out of living an excessive lifestyle with little to no consequences for his actions.

      Sophie lifted her gaze to the heavens, took in the silky black of the night sky, and sighed wearily as she realised she no longer much cared about Ethan or his lack of manners.

      She hadn’t done for a while. Not in any meaningful romantic way, at least.

      Just then her phone buzzed with an incoming alert. After tapping in the passcode and opening the app, she chuckled at the picture that sprang to life on the screen.

      Anna had posted a selfie on Instagram, a photo of herself wrapped around the shirtless, tattooed guy while he grabbed her arse and licked her neck.

      

      Getting my New Year’s on, bitches! #NYE #partyon #cougar #bemyvalentine

      

      Then her phone dinged with another alert, a video this time. But one that made her smile slip, her face flush, and her stomach drop so fucking fast she felt physically ill.

      Someone had tagged Ethan in a video of him at a completely different party, half naked with a very obvious erection tenting his limited-edition Levi’s, and with not one but two women taking turns shoving their tongues down his throat and their hands down his pants.

      

      Ringing in the #NewYear with my bestie and her beau #bff #threesome #bigdickenergy #cumgetsome @EthanMartinOfficial @Britney-Boo-Boo-Bunnie

      

      “Britney Boo Boo Bunnie? What in the actual fuck…?”

      Sophie didn’t know if she wanted to laugh, cry, or hurl her phone over the railing so she no longer had to suffer staring at the image on her screen. One thing she knew for sure was that she and Ethan Martin were definitely off again.

      Permanently.

      In the end, she settled for laughing as her incredulity at Ethan’s disregard for her feelings hit an all-time high.

      She didn’t care that he wasn’t with her.

      She didn’t care that he wanted to fuck other women.

      They’d both known what they had together had a limited shelf life.

      What Sophie did take offence to was the fact that Ethan had deliberately invited her to spend the evening with him, then summarily dismissed her out of hand in favour of Britney fucking Boo Boo and her BFF.

      She’d been publicly discarded. Deemed unneeded. Unnecessary.

      Unwanted.

      She was superfluous pussy.

      And the thought that she’d been desperate enough for his attention to even show up in the first place made her so goddamn mad.

      Because she’d be lying if she didn’t admit—at least to herself—that there just might be a grain of truth in it.

      She’d been desperate.

      Ethan was a selfish fuckboy and an emotional minefield of a man, but he’d made her feel good about herself, had boosted her self-esteem when she’d needed it most. She’d felt less alone in the world.

      And that wasn’t to say she couldn’t be alone for any length of time and not be content, because she could and did. Quite often. But everyone needs to feel a connection sometimes, with someone other than their family or even their best friend.

      Sometimes Sophie wanted—needed—a man.

      Sometimes she needed to be touched and kissed, needed the weight of another human body on top of her. Thrusting between her thighs. Pushing her into the mattress. Or the wall or the floor. Sometimes she needed to feel the heated breath of a lover brush over her skin, craved the touch of a man’s hands on her body, adoring her, loving her, pinning her down and fucking her like an animal.

      Even if it was only for one night.

      Ethan had given her that. And now he’d taken it away.

      Whatever. What was done was done. Whatever they’d shared was finished. Time to move on. But on to… what?

      More men?

      More work?

      More… cats?

      Ugh. Clicking her phone off, Sophie squeezed it in her fist. “What the hell am I even doing here?” she muttered, not expecting an answer but getting one anyway.

      “Same as me, I expect.”

      The smooth, silky voice coming from the other end of the balcony made Sophie jump, her hand clutching at her wildly beating heart. “Oh my God,” she gasped, her breath sawing in and out of her lungs. “What the hell?”

      “Sorry,” the stranger said, smirking as he stepped out of the shadows.

      “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “I thought….” Her words faded to nothing as she took in her unexpected interloper, her breath catching in her throat as he moved towards her.

      Struck by how graceful his gait was as he strode across the space, Sophie almost missed the way the moonlight caressed his face, highlighting his straight nose, strong jaw, and the flawless five-o’clock shadow that covered it.

      Considering the shock she’d just experienced seeing Ethan with another woman—other women—she would have thought it impossible to find another man so damn attractive so quickly, but apparently her lady parts didn’t give a crap about her emotional needs.

      They saw, they wanted.

      Simple as that.

      As the handsome stranger drew closer, it was difficult to find fault with their reasoning. “And you are?”

      “Jack,” he said, extending his hand in greeting.

      “Sophie,” she replied. A tiny zing of electricity flickered along her fingers as she shook his proffered hand, and she almost yanked it away, but then he tightened his grip, preventing her retreat, and the warmth of his palm melted into hers. Melted her disquiet.

      “Yes, I know who you are.”

      “Really?” she asked, surprised by the tone of pleasure in her voice. She was used to people recognising her, so why did the thought of this man knowing who she was make her heart beat a little faster, a little wilder? Jack nodded, and the zing in her fingers faded, morphed into something else, something more enticing than electricity and heat. “I thought I was alone out here,” she added, suddenly breathless.

      Jack’s palm was soft, no calloused skin or scars to indicate he worked with his hands. But his grip was strong and firm, his fingers curling around hers in a show of authority and command. Then he dropped her hand, and Sophie forced down a needy whimper at the loss of his touch.

      What the hell is wrong with me?

      “Sorry about that,” he said, confusing her for a moment until she realised he was apologising for stealing her solitude, not for depriving her of his magic fingers. “I just needed a break from the noise inside.” He thumbed over his shoulder at the shadowy corner he’d emerged from. “Seemed like a good place to hide.”

      Relaxing a little at his admission, she smiled and asked, “And who were you hiding from?”

      “No one,” he said. Then his mouth kicked up in one corner. “And everyone.”

      She laughed, unable to repress the flirty undertone. “I guess that makes two of us.”

      “And what brings you here tonight, Sophie?” Jack asked, moving closer. “Was it a person or the promise of fireworks?”

      Sophie liked the way he said her name, the way it slipped off his tongue like warmed honey. The whisper of a grin playing around the corners of his mouth made his suggestion of fireworks seem almost obscene, and when Jack rested his hand on the balcony railing right beside her waist, his thumb achingly close to her body, she was tempted to close the minuscule distance and lean into it just to see what he would do or say next.

      Screw it. Closing the distance, she leaned against the railing, trapping his thumb between the warmth of her body and the cold steel. “I didn’t think they were having fireworks this year.”

      Jack didn’t disappoint. He stroked his thumb against the soft flesh at her waist, the pressure of the digit against her body firm and sure. The heat of the gesture slowly burned a hole through her formfitting dress, adding another layer of suggestion to his words.

      “I guess that depends on your definition of fireworks, doesn’t it?”
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      The light spilling from the party inside highlighted the blush colouring Sophie’s cheeks and the straight white teeth sinking into her plush bottom lip. Her body’s innocent reaction to Jack’s thinly veiled innuendo made his cock twitch, and his need to touch her more thoroughly had him sliding his hand more fully against her generous hip.

      Her gaze dipped for a moment, and her ample chest heaved as she sucked in a breath. When her dark brown eyes met his again, he saw her hesitation.

      “In truth,” she said, sighing softly, “I was supposed to meet someone tonight.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah.” She glanced away as though embarrassed. “But he ditched me for greener pastures.”

      My brother is an idiot. “Greener pastures, huh?” Jack grinned, hiding his displeasure at Ethan’s callous stupidity. “That’s funny.”

      Sophie’s brow scrunched, and a little crease appeared just above her nose, but she sounded more curious than offended when she asked, “How is that funny?”

      “Greener pastures,” he repeated, his grin broadening. “It sounds like one of those wordplays. You know, tell me your ex’s new woman is a cow without telling me she’s a cow?”

      Curiosity turned into delight as laughter exploded out of her, a throaty, sultry sound that coiled itself around him, drawing him closer. Or maybe that was him, slipping his free hand over her other hip and tugging her closer, gripping her tighter and sinking his fingers into all that softness and warmth.

      Pressing their bodies together in all the best places.

      “I’ve never thought of it that way before,” she said, smiling and suddenly breathless, “but you’re right. It does kinda sound that way, doesn’t it?” Then her smile faded, and she dropped her gaze again, pursing her lips as an odd combination of irritation and resignation clouded her pretty face. “And it was new women. Plural.”

      Jack’s jaw clenched at the reminder of his brother’s thoughtless actions. If Ethan had no intention of spending the night with Sophie, why didn’t he just man the fuck up and tell her? That would have been 100 percent better than brazenly splashing his disregard for her all over social media for everyone to see.

      But the look of consternation on Sophie’s face forced Jack to relax, made him want to make her laugh again and forget all about the dumb twat who’d stood her up. “So, a herd of cows, then?”

      Her expression softened into something resembling relief, and one corner of her mouth lifted in a rueful smile. “I guess so.”

      She tilted her head slightly and stared at him, her lovely eyes considering, skating over his features and studying him in a way most people didn’t dare to. Looked at him as if he was more than Hugh Martin’s youngest son, more than the uncompromising businessman he’d been groomed to be.

      More than Ethan Martin’s grim-faced younger brother.

      “You’re funny,” she said with a decisive nod, as though she’d made up her mind about him.

      Jack laughed at her observation, letting loose a rumbling chuckle he almost didn’t recognise as his. “That’s not something I’m often accused of.”

      She cocked one brow and grinned at him. “No?”

      He shook his head. “Afraid not. And for the record,” he said, leaning in to whisper in her ear, “I’ve always found the grass is greener where you water it.”

      Pulling back to stare at her, he noticed her breathing grow heavy, wanton, stuttering in and out of her lungs as her gaze dropped to his mouth and back again. As she stared at him with those dark, penetrating eyes. “A wise philosophy,” she murmured.

      Taking a chance, Jack angled his mouth over hers and leaned closer, loving how her height matched his, how well they fit against each other, and he wondered not for the first time how she’d feel stretched out beneath him, all her soft curves and silky skin his to touch and devour. His to brand with his teeth and lips and the sharp sting of his palm. His fingers curled into her hips, eager, wanting. “God, you’re beautiful.”

      But his words didn’t have the effect he’d anticipated, and Sophie pulled away slightly, her lips pressed together in a thin smile. “Oh, Jack, and we were off to such a good start,” she said, her sigh slightly exaggerated as she straightened his collar.

      Jack’s eyes narrowed, his curiosity piqued. “Did I say something wrong?”

      She shook her head. “Not really, no.” When he cocked one brow in silent question, she elaborated. “It’s just that you’re the twenty-seventh man tonight to tell me I’m beautiful.”

      “Oh,” he said, confused by her statement. Confusion wasn’t a state of being Jack enjoyed. He had to know things. “And that’s a bad thing?” He was going to need clarification on that point.

      “When you know the only reason they’re saying it is because they think you’re a bobble-headed idiot and flattery is the quickest way to get in your pants, then yes, it’s a very bad thing.”

      “I see your point,” Jack said, nodding sagely. “And in that case, I take it back. You’re hideous.” He shuddered and made a gagging noise. “Ugly as sin.”

      The look of shock on Sophie’s face was thankfully followed by another burst of laughter, the sound vibrant and wonderful. “I told you you were funny.” Then she inclined her head and grinned at him and his odd compliment. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” he said, matching her smile with one of his own. The unfamiliar action was beginning to feel more natural the more he did it, as though his face had suddenly remembered how to do it and was determined to imprint the action into his muscle memory so he wouldn’t forget again. His cheeks were going to hurt in the morning. “But tell me, do you always keep track of how many men tell you you’re beautiful?”

      “Not always.” She lifted one shoulder in a small shrug. “Just when I’m with Anna.”

      “Anna Valentine?”

      She smiled and nodded, then gave him an appraising look as though she was pleasantly surprised he’d bothered to take the time to learn her friend’s surname. But of course he knew who Anna was. Not just because she was one of Australia’s top models, but because she was Sophie Bennett’s best friend. Which was common knowledge for anyone who didn’t live under a rock, not at all weird or stalkery.

      “Yes. We made a competition out of it years ago. Tally up how many times men tell us we’re beautiful, highest score wins.”

      “Wins what?”

      “Anything we want,” she said, then added with a laugh, “up to a value of ten dollars.”

      “And what do buy with your ten dollars?”

      Sophie cocked one brow. “You’re assuming I’ve won?”

      Jack stepped back and very deliberately slid his gaze from her lovely face and stunning eyes to the tips of her sensible yet fashionable shoes and back again, taking in every inch of her statuesque beauty, every luscious curve of her hourglass figure. Watched every staggered rise and fall of her ample chest as she awaited his answer.

      “How could you lose?”

      The way she suddenly dropped her gaze and sank her teeth into her bottom lip in a show of bashful pleasure was like catnip to a man like him, the submissive gesture combined with the pale blush staining her cheeks making his cock as hard as a steel pipe. Making him want to pull her even closer and steal her breath with a hard kiss.

      But before he could pull her close again, tilt his head, and close the tiny distance that would bring his mouth crashing down on hers, a burst of excitement rose up from the party inside, and the sound of people chanting, counting down the seconds to midnight, filled the air.

      And ruined the moment.

      Sophie turned her head to glance inside the ballroom. “Sounds like it’s time.”

      “Yes,” he agreed, then lifted one hand from her hip to stroke his fingertips over her jaw, gently turning her to face him again. “May I kiss you, Sophie?”

      Her attention focussed back on him, she smiled, seemingly surprised that he’d bothered to ask, then nodded. “Yes. Please.”

      Jack slid his hand from her face to the nape of her neck, pulled her close, and angled his mouth over hers. “Happy New Year, Sophie,” he murmured.

      “Happy New Year, Jack.”

      Inside, the revellers cried, “Happy New Year,” and began singing a drunken rendition of “Auld Lang Syne”, but when his lips met hers, all sound disappeared into the background, and there was only her. Only Sophie and the soft mewling she made as she pressed her body closer, slid her hands over his shoulders, and wrapped her arms around his neck. Clung to him as he parted her lips and tasted crisp champagne on her tongue.

      He had no idea how long they stayed like that—it could have been years for all Jack knew or cared. Time ceased to exist, faded into the ether along with everything that wasn’t her. Her warmth, her softness, the strong yet languid stroke of her silken tongue as it slid against his. These were the things that filled Jack’s world now, that consumed it.

      And him.

      He wanted—needed—more of her.

      He needed all of her.

      Not just a single kiss on a balcony on New Year’s Eve.

      He wanted her in his bed, stretched out under his body as he took his pleasure in her and made her scream. Or maybe she would moan his name instead, her heated breath quiet and soft in his ear as she came.

      He needed to know.

      Jack tightened his grip on her neck, ensuring she couldn’t escape him, then slid his other hand from her hip to her luscious arse and squeezed. Forced their bodies closer, pressed his aching erection against her soft belly.

      Sophie’s mewling turned to moaning, and her tongue lashed against his as their kiss grew more frenzied. Her fingers speared into the hair at his nape, her fingernails scoring his flesh. She tilted her hips and rocked her body against his, creating the most erotic friction. It was torture. Sweet, heavenly torture.

      But it still wasn’t enough.

      Pulling his mouth away from hers, Jack dragged Sophie into the shadowy corner he’d occupied earlier, away from the lights and the noise of the party, cocooning them in cosy darkness. “More,” he demanded, yanking her back into his arms as he leaned against the brick wall, protecting her from the rough surface as he thrust his knee between her legs, wedging them apart.

      “Jack,” she murmured, a desperate edge permeating her luscious voice. “Yes. More.”

      Their mouths collided in another violent ballet of passionate, blissful indulgence, until the balcony doors flew open and more people spilled from the ballroom, splashing champagne over the decking, laughing, and singing off key.

      The interruption caused Sophie to break the kiss, snapping them both out of their tiny, intimate world full of endless possibility and back into the real world full of, well, reality. But no one said it had to stay that way.

      The night was young.

      The year was new.

      Endless possibilities.

      Wasn’t that what New Year’s was all about?

      Jack watched, fascinated, as Sophie brought her fingertips to the corners of her mouth, touching up her lipstick. He’d seen his mother do it often enough after his father had stolen a kiss to know that’s what she was doing. Her dress had hitched up a few inches, too, the clingy red fabric barely covering that fantastic arse.

      Leaning down, he straightened the hem, tugging it down to its usual midthigh length, then smoothed his hands over her hips. He let his gaze roam over her, making sure she looked as gorgeous and as unmolested as she had when she’d come out to the balcony—he checked his watch—Jesus, less than twenty minutes ago.

      He’d never made out with a woman that fast before.

      Seducing beautiful women within minutes of meeting them was Ethan’s domain, not his. The thought of which had him wincing, realising he’d just taken advantage of a vulnerable woman.

      But when his eyes met hers again she was smiling. And laughing, her body shaking with barely there tremors as she reached out to straighten his shirt collar and smooth her hands over his shoulders and down his chest.

      “This was fun,” she said, her eyes bright with light reflected from inside the ballroom. Then she lowered her gaze, and her smile grew shy. “Thank you.”

      She was thanking him. For what? For kissing her? For mauling her like a wild animal who hadn’t gotten laid in months?

      For rescuing her from a night of solitude and loneliness?

      Because that’s what she’d done for him.

      As it was, he still found it hard to believe she was even there, in his arms.

      Sophie Bennett—his celebrity crush—had willingly and eagerly kissed him.

      It was ridiculous. He was a grown man, for fuck’s sake. Known for his ruthlessness in the boardroom and, for those who knew him more intimately, his dominance in the bedroom. He’d outgrown crushing on girls a long time ago. Yet here he was, staring at the most beautiful woman he’d ever laid eyes on, the urge to say something stupid like “You’re welcome” heavy on the tip of his tongue.

      Gripping her hips tighter, he pulled her close again—close enough to let her feel his still-rampant erection—then swallowed down his disbelief and said, “Thank you for what?”

      Lifting her face, she pinched her lush bottom lip between her teeth before letting it slip free, gifting him with another one of those coy little smiles. “For the fireworks.”

      Jack couldn’t restrain his grin as he stared at Sophie. Her words, simple as they were, made him feel ten feet tall and bulletproof. Invincible.

      Bold.

      “May I walk you back to your room?” he asked, the devil on his shoulder filling him with hope.

      Sophie’s eyes widened, and one corner of her mouth hitched up, transforming her smile into a lopsided grin, as though she wasn’t sure if she was pleased by his question or not. Jack didn’t often ask questions he didn’t already know the answer to, so the fact that she didn’t answer him immediately made his teeth itch.

      He hated uncertainty. Especially when it looked like things might not go his way.

      But then Sophie wriggled against him and leaned in close. Close enough that he could feel the heat of her lips brush over his. “No,” she said decisively, crushing his newfound hope. Then she cupped his cheek in one hand and his aching balls in the other. “But you can take me back to yours.”
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      Jack turned his suddenly grinning face against Sophie’s hand and kissed her palm, then grabbed her wrist in his vicelike grip and dragged her back inside. It seemed he was fond of dragging her around. Like a caveman. A very sexy, well-dressed caveman who smelled like expensive cologne and tasted like the smoothest bourbon.

      They made their way across the crowded ballroom, dodging dancing couples and waitstaff alike, and a small group of very enthusiastic exhibitionists who either didn’t realise they were drawing an audience or simply didn’t care. Nothing out of the ordinary for one of Ethan’s parties.

      But Sophie couldn’t see Anna anywhere.

      As they cut a swathe across the room, she checked her phone for messages or missed calls, but there were neither. Where is she?

      Yanking on Jack’s hand to slow him down, she threw him an apologetic look and raised her voice against the noise of the party. “I need to call Anna. To tell her where I’m going.”

      He nodded. “Let’s get out of here first. It’ll be quieter in the hallway.”

      As soon as they exited the ballroom and the doors clicked shut behind them, the noise died down to a dull roar, and Sophie hit the speed dial for Anna’s phone number. Her friend picked up almost immediately. “Hey, babe! Happy New Year!”

      Sophie sighed in relief. “Happy New Year. Where are you?”

      “Ah, I just got back to our room. Why?” A male voice muttered something in the background, and Anna laughed, the sound sultry and low. “Where are you?” she asked, the tone in her voice searching, making Sophie’s lips quirk and her eyes roll.

      “I’m outside the ballroom. I’m just calling to let you know I won’t be back to the room tonight.”

      “See?” Anna said, the word drowning in smugness. “I told you Ethan would show up eventually.”

      “Yeeeah,” Sophie said, dragging the word out as she flicked her gaze to Jack and quickly found herself caught in his intoxicating stare. If she’d thought he was handsome out on the balcony where the lighting was iffy at best, it was nothing compared to what the man looked like in a well-lit hallway. He was gorgeous. Ovaries exploding, pussy running the show, power to make a girl stupid gorgeous. Her breath caught in her chest. “I’m not with Ethan.”

      “You’re not with…? What happened to Ethan?”

      Her gaze darted away from Jack’s, embarrassment heating her cheeks. “Check your Instagram,” she replied drily, her lips thinning as the memory of her on-again, off-again lover with someone else’s tongue down his throat for all the world to see threatened to ruin what was shaping up to be a rather enjoyable evening, despite Ethan’s betrayal. Then Jack slid his hands over her hips and pulled her closer, nuzzled the sweet spot just below her ear, and chased the dark thoughts away. Sophie
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