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        Praise for Jennifer Dawson

        USA TODAY calls Crave and Taken a must-read romance

      

      

      “Crave gets the balance between lust filled scenes and a meaningful plot just right. Neither takes from the other and together they just add up to a very satisfying and emotional read.” —Between My Lines

      
        
        “If you love Foster, Kaye and Dawson’s Something New series you’ll love Crave and the Undone series.” —Caffeinated Book Reviewer.

      

      

      
        
        “Every character in this book (Sinful) is amazingly written. ” —Bookish Bevil

      

      

      
        
        “You know why I love this author? She takes something absolutely mundane like a “Best Friend’s Sister” romance and turns it into a masterpiece.” —For the Love of Fictional Worlds

      

      

      
        
        “Crave by Jennifer Dawson is a darkly erotic and deeply moving romance.”-—Romance Novel News

      

      

      
        
        “Jennifer Dawson’s Sinful has amazing scenes that get my heart beating and calls for a cold shower, but the love story that is evolving between Leo and Jillian is amazing.”—Courting Fiction

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Cold Hearted Bastard

          

          Book One of The Bastard Series

        

      

    

    
      Meet Jackson McKay…

      
        
        There’s only one thing you need to know about me. I’m a cold hearted bastard that will never love you the way you deserve. And I’m sorry to say, bastard beats nice guy, every time.

      

      

      
        
        I never lie.  Never deceive. I lay out exactly what will happen. My only promise is that I’m a one-night stand. That this is will be our first and last time together.  Then I stand back and let them walk. But they never do.  Because they all want to believe they will be the one to change me.

      

      

      
        
        And, Gwen Johnson, the woman that will be his demise…

      

      

      
        
        There’s only one thing you need to know about me.  What I want, I get.  End of story.  I didn’t come to own one of the best restaurants in the city of Chicago before the age of thirty by taking no for an answer. And what I want is for this cold hearted bastard, and culinary genius, to work for me. I don’t care how difficult he is.   I’m going to figure out what makes him tick, what he needs most, and then I’m going to go in for the kill.

      

      

      
        
        The way I see it, you either own it, or it owns you…

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            Jackson

          

        

      

    

    
      Trouble.

      I don’t give a goddamn how gorgeous the redhead across the bar is, she’s trouble. Even from a distance I can smell it on her. There’s no other reason for her arrival than to create havoc.

      Like everyone else, I saw her the second she walked in. She’s an outsider, and deep in the heart of Louisiana, we can spot a Northerner a mile away.

      Although I’m the only one that knows who she is.

      Gwen Johnson, restaurant darling of the Chicago scene. Her place, smack dab in the middle of restaurant row called Fulton Market, has a six-month waiting list and wins rave reviews.

      I ate there once, about a year ago. It was all right for one of those small-plate places.

      I could do better. I won’t. But I could.

      While her arrival may be a mystery to everyone else, I’d known as soon as she walked in she was here for me. I’ve been ignoring her ever since.

      Whatever she’s selling I’m not buying.

      Long, daggerlike, red fingernails clutch my arm, digging into my skin. Pulling my attention away from the woman across the bar. I look down at the blonde, raising a brow. “Yeah?”

      “Another Bud.” She curls her over-glossed, plumped-up lips into a smile.

      I grab the bottle from the cooler and pass it to her before walking to the register to get her change. She’s pretty enough. Certainly fuckable. I can tell by our brief conversation she’s one of those eager types that will do anything for approval. I can work with that. Best of all, she won’t be a hardship to leave in the middle of the night.

      The top contender on my list of tonight’s entertainment.

      I don’t claim to be a nice guy.

      In fact, the most common words to describe me are cold-hearted bastard. They’re not wrong. But the hard facts are, for guys like me, being an asshole doesn’t get in the way of sex. If anything, it improves my odds. Here’s the truth, women don’t like to admit it, but bastard beats nice guy every time. Without fail.

      Because every woman who crawls into my bed believes she’s the one to change my evil ways.

      I never lie. Never deceive. The first thing I do before I kiss a woman is to lay out how our time together will go down. I tell her I will rock her world, make her come harder than she’s ever come in her life, but before the sheets have cooled, I’ll be gone. The only thing I promise her is that I’m a one-night stand. That this will be our first and last time together. Then I step away and give her a chance to walk.

      They never do.

      No, they come to me willingly. They work real hard in bed to change my mind, pulling out every trick in the book to impress me, failing to understand I’ve seen them all and won’t be swayed.

      Not my fault they don’t listen. Women hear what they want to hear, but that’s not my problem. It’s theirs.

      I make no apologies about the fact that I’m a stone-cold bastard. I’ll ruin them for other men and leave. That’s my MO. Everyone in a hundred-mile radius knows it, and I can still grab any female in the place and be fucking her in five minutes flat.

      Because they all want to believe.

      So yeah, the woman with the long red nails is a contender. Only…the nightmare that walked through the doors is pulling at me, like an insistent tug at my back. I glance in the mirror over the register, scanning down the bar until my gaze locks with Gwen’s.

      Instant fucking lust hits me like a two-by-four.

      Like it did when she walked in.

      Like it did when I locked eyes with her five minutes before.

      That hair of hers is pulled back off her face in a high ponytail and still falls heavy halfway down her back. Down, it has to go almost to her waist, and I immediately think of what it would look like spread across the white sheets used by the nearest motel where I’m guessing she’s staying. Hair like that could only have been designed by god, but unlike other natural redheads she’s not pale, her skin is a light golden color. Her eyes a piercing blue, her lips full, her cheekbones high.

      Her body is long and lean, her legs are endless.

      I’m not going to lie.

      She’s the most beautiful woman I have ever seen outside of a magazine, and I once slept with a Victoria’s Secret model from Venezuela.

      Which is why she’s trouble.

      There’s only one reason why Gwen Johnson would be deep in the heart of central Louisiana looking for me, and it’s got nothing to do with my cock.

      Our eyes are still locked, and I realize I’ve been standing here for a full minute with the change in my hand, unable to tear myself away.

      I shut the drawer and swing around to the blonde whose name I can’t remember.

      And just like that, she’s off the list.

      In fact, they’ve all fallen off the list.

      I hand over her change, and she gives me a smile that speaks of seduction, and a ten-dollar tip. As though her generosity will sway me into taking her to bed. “Thanks, honey.”

      I walk to the middle of the bar and put it in the tip jar. My Uncle Beau, owner of this establishment, and I are supposed to share, but he hands them all over to me whenever I work, claiming they’re mine anyway. I don’t protest. I can’t afford to.

      The man in question strolls over and grips my shoulder with a hard squeeze before jutting his chin over his shoulder. “I’d go talk to red over there before she’s swallowed up whole by this crowd.”

      Oh, I’m going over there.

      I glance in the mirror again. She’s looking to the side, her neck long, her profile patrician and sexy at the same time. Not sure how she manages that one. As though she senses me, her head turns and our eyes meet.

      It’s unfortunate I’ve never wanted to fuck a woman more. Not that it will stop me from saying no to whatever she thinks she has to offer, because it won’t.

      She raises her glass and toasts me before downing the rest of her drink in one gulp.

      The woman is daring me.

      Beau puts a bottle of Maker’s in my hand. “Try not to break anything.”

      “No promises.” I don’t give a shit what she wants but I’m not above taking her to bed.

      Bottle in hand, I turn and make my way toward her. Her head turns as she watches me. There’s no coyness in her expression. There’s not even seduction. Her blue eyes are steady and intent on me.

      I don’t say a word, just come to stand in front of her, and put the bottle down in front of her empty glass.

      Then, there’s nothing but silence.

      And lust.

      It’s Saturday night, the bar is packed. Music blaring, you practically have to shout to be heard, but between us you could hear a pin drop. Her eyes are such a startling blue they are almost hypnotic. I can’t deny they suck me in.

      I’m curious about her game plan. She’s hardly the first person from Chicago, New York or San Francisco to track me down and make me an offer they’re sure I can’t refuse, and I doubt she’ll be the last. People never seem to understand I left for a reason—and if I wanted to go back to that life, I’d make a few calls and have my choice of offers.

      What they say about me is true. When it comes to cooking I’m just as much an asshole as I am when it comes to women. I’m that talented.

      Have you ever seen the movie Like Water for Chocolate? Where they weep into their food and drown in lust over their meal? That’s what it’s like to eat something I’ve made.

      It’s a talent I’m wasting, but it’s my choice, and Gwen Johnson isn’t going to change my mind. I don’t care how hot she is. The only question I really have is on her approach. If she’ll be direct and honest, or if she’s going to try and play me.

      She still doesn’t speak, still doesn’t look away. A woman that looks like she does is used to guys salivating all over her and I’m ninety-five percent sure she’s waiting for my line to decide her strategy. So I refuse to give her one.

      After we silently stand off for a good couple of minutes, and tension, so hot it’s almost tangible, thickens the air between us I pick up the bottle, pour her a drink, then turn away.

      I expect her to stop me.

      She doesn’t.

      I put the bottle back in its spot, serve a few more drinks, and when I look in the mirror…

      She’s gone.
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        Gwen

      

      

      So, yeah, after coming face-to-face with Jackson McKay, I need a minute to regroup and refocus on my plans. My reasons for being here. Whatever happened back in the bar will not do at all.

      I’m looking for him to come work for me. To lure him back to the culinary world, attraction has no part in my proposal.

      Back in Chicago, before I’d set out on this quest, I’d done my research. I’d scoured every inch of Google, looking for information on Jackson, learning everything I could about the man. Since he’s gorgeous, he’d been constantly photographed, and I’d seen a lot of pictures.

      Not one had done him justice.

      At six-four, his broad shoulders filled out the faded gray T-shirt he wore before tapering down to narrow hips. His jeans had molded to him like they’d been custom made for him.

      And while his body rocked, it was his face that held me. Whiskey-colored eyes, high cheekbones, full lips, and dirty blond hair.

      But his genetically blessed features aren’t supposed to matter.

      Once hailed as one of the culinary masters of my generation, Jackson had worked under some of the top chefs in the entire world, including three star Michelin restaurants, before deciding, for some unknown reason, to drop out of society and become a bartender in the small town he grew up in.

      The general consensus is that he’s a complete asshole, has a god complex, and is, unfortunately, a genius.

      I want him. Not in my bed, but as the head chef for my new restaurant. I’m a determined and driven woman. If he joins me, people will line up from all over the world to get a table.

      I didn’t get where I am in life standing by and waiting, so I’d come straight to the source.

      Since I’m a planner, and I’d prepared for everything.

      I’d prepared for his looks.

      Prepared for the oozing sex appeal.

      The bruising testosterone.

      And, yes, I’d prepared to find him impossibly attractive. I’d approached it as a big ol’ so what. Hot men are a dime a dozen.

      This is business. Hormones have no place in business.

      Unfortunately, I did not prepare on my hormones disagreeing.

      The sounds of music and the crowd at my back, I walk out into the gravel parking lot and take a deep breath, slowly exhaling into the night air.

      For the love of god it’s hot out here. I’d thought Chicago was humid, but it has nothing on Toulon, Louisiana.

      Okay, I am not off my game. I just need to think for a second. Figure out my best strategy now that I’ve seen the devil in his eyes.

      The devil I can handle, but that’s not all I saw.

      I saw us. Tangled in sweaty sheets, and sex. So much sex.

      I have nothing against sex. I love sex. Such a good workout, and you can’t complain about orgasms. I just don’t want to have sex with this guy. Any other guy is fine, but not him.

      Why is the universe messing with me? I need this guy to come work for me. How can I accomplish that when looking at him messes with my head? How can I control him and be his boss when looking at him makes me want to do filthy things?

      This is…asinine.

      I spent five minutes in the equivalent of a staring contest with him because I couldn’t think of anything to say. Nothing. All my charm and flirt failed me and my brain had emptied of all thought.

      Well, that’s not entirely true. I thought about hauling him across the bar and demanding he take me.

      I wasn’t above charming him into a false sense of complacency, getting him on my side, all warm and friendly like, before I made him my offer, but that only works if he has no effect on me.

      And that man has an effect on me. Too much. Completely out of proportion and illogical.

      I need to talk. To figure this out. I pick up the phone and press Jillian Santoro’s number. She’s my best friend and knows every single thing about me; she’ll help me set this straight.

      On the first ring, she picks up and gets right to business. “Did you conquer him already?”

      “I wish.” At the sound of her voice, I relax a little. She always settles me.

      “So, how’s it going?”

      I lean against my rental car and put my hand to my forehead. “Jillian, I’m in so much trouble.”

      “What's wrong?” Her voice turns urgent. “What happened? Are you hurt? Do I need to come get you?”

      “No, it’s not that.” I love having a best friend that would literally drop everything and get on a plane to come rescue me. “It’s him.”

      “What about him?” She knows my plans. She told me I was crazy and helped me plan anyway. That defines our friendship that began as mischievous toddlers and has stood the test of time. She’s standing by me in this crazy scheme of mine, just like I stood by her when she was fixated on her now husband Leo even though I believed she’d never get him to cave. When he finally submitted to the attraction between them, I cheered her, happy to be wrong.

      We’re cut from the same cloth, both prone to impossible dreams and we support each other despite logic.

      I blow out a breath. “Oh my god, Jilly. I can’t believe this is happening to me.”

      “What is happening?”

      “I’ve been struck…” I can barely say it. It’s so, so juvenile. I’m not in eighth grade. I’m an adult. “By insta-lust.”

      There’s ten seconds of complete silence before she slowly says, “What?”

      “I can’t explain it but I took one look at him and my brain went haywire. I want him. I want him bad.”

      She laughs.

      I hiss. “It’s not funny. This messes everything up.”

      “Gwen, you knew how hot he was—” Jillian lets out a sudden yelp and she yells, “Stop that!” There’s more rustling and another sharp cry before she comes back and says in an exasperated voice, “Sorry. Leo’s decided to take offense at me calling another guy hot.”

      Since Leo is one of the most confident men I’ve ever met, I suspect he’s really in the mood to smack Jillian’s ass. They have a rather kinky relationship that’s quite interesting to watch. I’m pretty sure I haven’t gone to dinner with Jillian and Leo where she hasn’t had an orgasm at some point over the course of the meal.

      I’ve gotten used to their shenanigans, but this isn’t the time for games. This is the time for focus. “Is he done? Because this is serious.”

      “He’s done. I went into the bedroom.”

      “That doesn’t seem smart.” That’s where Jillian gets into the most trouble.

      “You have my undivided attention, I promise. Tell me what happened.”

      “Nothing happened.” How do I even explain this?

      “Did you talk to him?” She still sounds far too amused for my liking.

      “Um…” I roll my eyes at the ridiculousness of this situation. “Not exactly.”

      I need to give my pussy a good talking to because that demanding bitch is not the boss of me.

      “What then?”

      “We kind of—well—stood across the bar and stared at each other for five minutes. Then we turned away and I called you.”

      “That’s…” She pauses as though searching for the right word. “Weird.”

      “Exactly.” I bite my lip. “I was prepared for his looks. I’ve seen lots of pictures of him. I was prepared to find him attractive but this isn’t that Jillian.”

      “What is it?”

      “I don’t know.” I shake my head. “It’s like when I look at him my ovaries take over my brain. Like something chemical.”

      “Ah, chemistry. That is a problem.”

      “I’ve done chemistry, this is stronger. A force to be reckoned with.”

      She’s silent for a few seconds before she speaks. “What are you going to do?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t know. He’s not the kind of guy you play flirty games with.”

      “What kind of guy is he?”

      I have an image of him pounding into me and I do my best to block it out and focus. I swallow hard. “He’s the kind of guy that doesn’t even have to talk and you’re already dropping your panties. He’s ridiculous. He’s got some sort of evil pheromones. I don’t think there’s a woman in the bar that wouldn’t let him do despicable things to her.”

      “Oh, one of those types.” Her tone is all serious now.

      “Yes. And you know I’m not that kind of woman.” I’m not. I swear to god I’m not. I will get control over this. Just as soon as I talk it out of my system.

      “I know.” Jillian understands I’m all business, especially when it comes to my career. My restaurant, and growing my burgeoning enterprise comes first, always. It’s how I became so successful in the first place. Men are a fun dalliance but they don’t distract me from my goals and Jackson McKay is my goal.

      Jillian continues, “Guys are usually like that about you, not the other way around.”

      I don’t deny it. “Exactly. Which is how I like it. I don’t have time for this.”

      “I’m sure it’s uncomfortable, but can’t you fake it? Pretend he doesn’t affect you?”

      “That’s a problem at the moment.”

      “Why? You’re a fantastic actress.” I can hear the hint of amusement in Jillian’s voice and it frustrates me. “Do you remember when you were heartbroken in college over Alex? You were so cold he was begging you to take him back in a week. Just pretend, get your business over with and come home.”

      If I can regroup, collect myself and get my body back under control, it could work. Next time I see him I’ll be prepared. All my boundaries shorn up.

      “Okay, you’re right. That’s what I’ll do. Pretend.” I lower my voice and turn to the side to prop my hip against the car. “I’d let him bend me over the hood of this car in the parking lot. It’s…crazy.” Desire is beating away at me. It’s infuriating.

      There’s a muffling over the phone and I narrow my eyes. “Are you laughing?”

      She clears her throat. “No, of course not.”

      She’s a liar.

      “If it’s that bad. You could abort your mission.”

      “No!” I can’t quit. I never quit. I’ve come all this way. I haven’t even tried. I refuse to walk away at the first hiccup. And it has to be him. Since I first concocted the idea, I’ve been one-hundred percent sure he’s the one.

      The rational part of my brain imagines working with him, day in and day out, day after day, hour after hour. The image quickly morphs and I shut that line of thinking down when I see me spread across a butcher-block island and him between my legs.

      Jillian’s voice rips me out of my illicit thoughts. “What are you going to do?”

      I straighten and blow out a breath. “There’s only one thing I can do.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Go back to the motel, masturbate for about five hours, and come back tomorrow when I’m sane.” I mean, really there’s no other way. Once I take care of…whatever this is I’ll regroup, arm myself, and be ready to attack tomorrow.

      Jillian laughs. “Good luck, call if you need me.”

      “I will.” I hang up and turn.

      He’s standing right behind me.

      I don’t make a sound—don’t gasp in surprise—because I’m not surprised. Some part of me knew I wouldn’t escape that easily.

      I take in his broad shoulders, and narrowed hips, before roaming back up to his strong jaw and features. That mouth. His mouth alone is enough to make a woman weep.

      While I’m drinking him in, his gaze travels the entire length of me.

      Slow.

      Hot.

      And territorial.

      Despite the thick, humid air, I shiver.

      When he reaches the length of my legs he shakes his head before working his way back up to meet my gaze.

      Then we just stare.

      His eyes are what hold me. Their strange golden-brown color that looks exactly like whiskey poured over ice and held up to the light. They suck me in, obliterate all thought, but one.

      Take me.

      “Or we could just fuck for five hours.” His voice slides over me, making everything worse. More acute. His voice is low and deep and Southern. Like warm honey pouring over my skin. His accent isn’t as strong as the others, probably because of all the time he spent in cities, but it’s still there. Still thick enough to send a shiver down my spine. He takes another long, slow once over. “Maybe ten.”

      Beads of sweat break out along the base of my spine. I think about my plans. My restaurant. How I want him to work for me. How I want to be his boss. How he’s the kind of man where business and pleasure don’t mix.

      I force myself to say what my body is fighting against. “That’s not smart.”

      He narrows his eyes. “Probably not, darlin’.”

      My knees actually weaken at the word darlin’, an endearment no city man can get away with, but on this man sounds exactly right. Like it’s designed especially for his lips to use on me and me alone.

      The last bit of my rational brain tries to remind me that Jackson McKay is a notorious womanizer. That he likes sex but not women. But I can’t hold on to the thought with desire burning through me like a fever.

      I try once again for sanity. “I should go.”

      “You should.” He takes a step toward me, and when I don’t move, he takes another, and then another. I’m tall, five-eight to be exact, but he’s much taller. Much bigger. The heat of his body engulfs me. Rolling off him, lapping at my skin.

      I can’t explain it. It’s like he’s a clawing need inside me.

      He reaches for me, wraps his hand around my neck, and when he touches me it’s like an electric shock through my system.

      He must feel it too because he mutters, “Christ,” under his breath. His gaze dips to my mouth. “Stop me or bent over this car is exactly where you’re going to be.”

      The word stop dangles off the tip of my tongue but doesn’t spill from my lips.

      I finally understand how a drug addict must feel.

      All I can think is, the hell with it. I’ll be good tomorrow. This one little transgression won’t matter. Tomorrow I’ll get back to being a ruthless businesswoman, but tonight I need him.

      In this moment my lust obliterates everything, making me believe if I can feel him inside me, my head will clear and I’ll get back on track. That I can either let this own me, but that by sleeping with him, I’ll own it. That one time is all I need to get back my control.

      And, like every bad song and book ever written, I believe it.

      I tilt my head, my lips part, and he lays claim to me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Gwen

          

        

      

    

    
      There is no slow exploration. No gentle first kiss. It’s a ravishing. Almost punishing.

      We go at it like a couple of wild animals.

      Never in my life have I had a man kiss me like this. Nor have I ever kissed a man like this.

      It’s not even a kiss. It’s violent. Consuming. Like a hate fuck disguised as a kiss.

      Our lips meet in a clash of hunger.

      Our tongues instantly thrust together, and we’re fighting to get closer.

      Everything about this is hot and desperate and needy.

      In two seconds I’m slammed against the car, hard enough the air leaves my lungs.

      I grasp at his shoulders, pulling him closer.

      Arching, pulsing, clawing to get closer.

      It’s like nothing I’ve ever experienced in my life.

      No desire I’ve ever had.

      It’s unnatural.

      It’s like we’re long-lost lovers that have been reunited after centuries searching for each other. It makes no sense.

      I don’t even want it. But I can’t stop it.

      And by the savage way he’s kissing me, I know he feels the same.

      Our breathing turns to angry pants. He grips my hips, kicks my legs apart, bends at the knees and slides between my legs.

      I gasp and rock up to meet him.

      He growls low in his throat.

      Thrusts hard against me.

      I rise to my tiptoes. Straining to get deeper.

      He grips my thigh and his palm sears along my skin as he hooks my leg on his hip.

      Some part of my brain wants to slow down, to get some control over this, but the thoughts scatter as he hits a spot so good I jerk and stutter.

      More. More. More. I need more. It’s like he’s meant for me.

      His fingers dig into my skin.

      I clasp him around the waist.

      The sounds coming from our throats are almost inhuman as we fight to get closer.

      Closer. Closer. Closer.

      But it’s not close enough.

      I need…something.

      I want to stop. Want more.

      His movements match the rhythm of his tongue, and I lose track of my thoughts as I surge to meet him.

      It consumes me. Wraps me up in its force and drowns me.

      Our mouths go deeper.

      If I wasn’t against the car, we’d be on the ground.

      Yes, like that.

      I want him pounding into me.

      “Jackson!” A loud voice rips through the night air and we spring away from each other like guilty kids.

      Disoriented, I’m panting for air, and he’s not in any better shape.

      I don’t look at him and I don’t think he looks at me.

      I can’t even contemplate what happened. That was insane and I’m not going to lie, I’m shaken. Like really shaken.

      He whips around.

      I straighten, moving away from him.

      The ruggedly handsome older man who’d served me a drink in the bar and introduced himself as Beau is standing there.

      Jackson drags a hand through his hair in time with his ragged breathing. “What?”

      The older man raises a brow and jerks his thumb over his shoulder. “You’ve got a call.”

      Jackson grits his teeth, a muscle in his jaw working, but he doesn’t glance in my direction. He narrows his gaze on Beau and something passes between them before Jackson nods. “All right.”

      I cross my arms protectively over my chest. Preparing myself for Jackson to say something but it doesn’t come.

      He just walks away without a word. He doesn’t even look back.

      Beau smiles at me, all apologetic, before he shrugs. “Sorry, red.”

      I shake my head and shrug back. Unwilling to speak and reveal I’m still gasping for air.

      In truth, I’m stunned, thrown. My body is on fire. I can’t think of anything to do, or to say, so I get in my car and peel out of the parking lot as fast as I can.

      Before Jackson can pull me back.
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      I hang up the phone in the back office and push my thumbs into my eye sockets to relieve the ache.

      “Everything okay?” Beau’s voice has me raising my head.

      I look out the window. Late-night phone calls are never good and this is no exception. “I’ve got to take off.”

      “Understood.” Beau knows I’m not much of a talker and doesn’t force me to discuss the subject I live and breathe every waking second. He doesn’t need to; he knows what’s up, and how it eats at me.

      Beau McKay isn’t just my boss, and my uncle, but also my surrogate father since his brother bailed on us. He practically raised my brother, sister and me. Before he opened this place he’d been the county sheriff and the only reason I stayed out of prison. It wasn’t for lack of trying, but somehow he managed to keep me from being a criminal. He was the one that talked me into culinary school.

      He’d never married, and didn’t have kids of his own, so we were it. We’ve never spoken about it, but I’m well aware he was in love with my mother before she died, which was unfortunate for him. Pining after your brother’s wife while she pines away for him is a twisted country song if I ever heard one.

      Growing up, he kept me from being a delinquent, and these days he keeps me sane. Which is both a blessing and a curse, depending on the day and my mood. Right now I am not sure if I want to kill him or thank him for breaking up what went on with Gwen in that parking lot.

      He leans against the doorframe and crosses his arms. “About the redhead.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.” The words are a vicious whip through the air. I don’t even want to think about it.

      “Fair ’nough.” Beau nods, gives me a salute with his fingers. “Let me say one thing.”

      It’s always one thing with him.

      I shake my head. “No.”

      “I think you should stay away from her.”

      He’s absolutely right, but it still raises my hackles. My first thought is, Fuck you. She’s mine.

      These are thoughts I do not have about women. Ever.

      My second thought is I want to question him, to ask him why, but that reveals something I don’t want to admit to when I should be brushing off what he witnessed. I shrug. “I kissed her, not a big deal.”

      Beau shakes his head. “That wasn’t a kiss. You were trying to devour her whole.”

      I had been. I can’t explain it. I hadn’t even meant to kiss her. I’d only chased after her to show her who was in charge of the situation. Only, I’d made the mistake of touching her, and the second I did my brain short-circuited.

      And once my lips met hers, all thought fled, replaced by hunger. It was like no matter how hard I took her mouth it hadn’t been hard enough. No matter how deep I’d kissed her, I’d needed more.

      It was fucked.

      I run a hand through my hair. “Doesn’t matter, she’s gone and I’m not going to get her.”

      I can’t imagine Gwen Johnson showing back up.

      It might not have been what I intended, but I had to have scared her off. She’s well known for being smart and shrewd, she has to know that kind of chemistry leads to nothing but disaster.

      Beau laughs and straightens. “You keep telling yourself that.” He tilts his head toward the front of the bar. “I’ve got to get back.”

      “See you tomorrow. I’ll come in early so you don’t have to.” I stand and fish my keys from my pockets and walk out the back door. I take a deep breath and look up into the sky and attempt to gather what’s left of my sanity.

      It doesn’t work.

      Christ, what the fuck was that?

      I don’t even know. Don’t even want to think about it but can’t help myself. The need to consume her had been out of control. It had been visceral, demanding and primal. Like I’d been preprogrammed to relentlessly want to claim her. I’d known since we’d locked eyes we had chemistry, but I’d severely underestimated her.

      My shoulders tense at the memory of me grinding against her like a sixteen-year-old. The worst part was I hadn’t been able to stop. My cock had demanded inside her, but I couldn’t pull away from her long enough to make it happen.

      That I’m relieved Beau broke up whatever had been going on with Gwen out in the parking lot tells me everything I need to know. My instincts were right.

      Gwen Johnson is trouble.

      And no pussy—no matter how magical—is worth it.

      I have other things to worry about.

      I start walking toward the car, resenting that my gaze slides to the spot where I’d pinned her against the car. I’m both relieved and furious she’s gone.

      But I’m falling more on the relieved side.

      She doesn’t fall into my defined categories of acceptable women to take to bed.

      I fuck a woman for sport, for distraction, for a temporary respite from my responsibilities. I don’t fuck them like my goddamn life depends on it.

      Every instinct I have warns me away from her. No matter how beautiful. No matter how much my cock wants her. From this second forward Gwen Johnson is off limits.

      The sooner she gets out of town, the better.
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      I look at my reflection in the mirror, smoothing my ponytail as the bright sun filters through the motel window. Gone are the short shorts and tank top, and in its place is a pair of jeans and a black top. My makeup is light and there isn’t anything seductive about my appearance.

      After I’d come back to my room last night I’d given myself about ten orgasms, abusing my body in a way that embarrassed me in the light of day. I’d been completely crazy. Arching my hips into the air and moaning his name. I’d come the first time in the car; the second before I’d even made it to my bed.

      I didn’t understand it, or him. It was like some insatiable, unquenchable desire had taken hold of me and turned me into an insane person. I’ve given myself hundreds upon hundreds of orgasms, but I’d never been like that. The worst of what I’d done, the way I’d behaved made my cheeks flame with heat. It had been like he was there, with me, taking over my body and showing me exactly what he’d do to me.

      I blew out a long breath. So, I’m onto plan C. Seduction is off the table. There is no way on earth I can let that man touch me again. Ever. So there is only one choice. I lay my cards on the table, tell him exactly what I’m doing here, what I want, and then try to convince him.

      It’s a long shot. But they are all long shots. My consolation is, after meeting him, using my charm would have never worked anyway. So this is it.

      I stare at myself. My blue eyes are glassy. I can already feel the desire pounding away at me at the thought of seeing him.

      Christ. This is a mess. But I will not give up.

      My hormones do not rule me.

      I lie down on the bed and close my eyes, attempting to regulate my breathing. But it’s already too late. Before I can help it, I’m sliding my fingers down my jeans and into my panties. I’m already wet. Slick just thinking about him. I rub my clit in slow circles.

      I’m so disappointed in myself.

      The image of his mouth on me takes over.

      The way he kissed me.

      The way I kissed him.

      The way our hips rolled.

      How I want his cock inside me.

      At the mere thought, I come. The orgasm shakes my whole body as I whimper, longing for the friction of him between my legs.

      I wring every wave of pleasure from my body until I collapse on the bed and blow out an exasperated breath. Well, that should tide me over long enough to see him, tell him my business, before I hightail it back to this room and start the process all over again.

      I suck air into my lungs. I smell like sex.

      Like I’m in goddamn heat, and I suppose that’s not far from the truth.

      I need to get going while I’ve still got two brain cells to rub together.

      Ten minutes later I’m in front of the bar. In the parking lot there’s four cars, a truck and a bad-ass, flat-black Harley I’m positive is Jackson’s.

      I ignore the kick of desire and get out of the car, walking into the bar that’s brighter and airier than I would have expected in the light of day.

      I survey the room. There are two men seated at the bar, a couple in the corner booth, and a group of college-age guys playing darts.

      They all stop to look at me, but the only person I see is Jackson.

      He’s wearing a black T-shirt today and another pair of molded jeans. Somehow he looks even better than last night. More dangerous. Lethal.

      Lust rears its ugly head and I promise my greedy pussy that I’ll take care of her when we get back to the room. This is not the time.

      Our gazes meet.

      His eyes flicker with what I’m sure is surprise before meandering over my body.

      Disconcerted, I realize we match. That we are wearing the yin and yang version of the same outfit. I square my shoulders and walk over to him with purpose in my step, planting my ass on the seat in front of where he’s standing.

      He scowls and plants his palms on the bar. “You’re back?”

      “I am.” Pleased at the steadiness in my voice, I cock a brow. “Are you surprised?”

      “Yeah, I am.” His attention snags on my mouth. “You want something to drink?”

      Okay, this is going better than I thought. I half expected to turn into a crazed monster and attack him. I nod. “Give me a local beer, whatever you think I’d like.”

      He gives me a narrow-eyed once over, then moves to the cooler, coming back with a bottle he pushes in front of me. “Glass?”

      “I’m good.”

      “Do you want a menu?” His accent sends a shiver down my spine. I never thought Southern accents would do it for me. French, Italian, British, all yes, but Southern?

      Although, in fairness, I suspect it’s him.

      Our conversation is innocuous, almost as though we weren’t tearing into each other not twelve hours ago. I can almost believe it, except the air crackles between us. The tension is almost palpable, like it’s ready to explode at any moment.

      My body is on high alert. Ready and willing.

      I pick up the bottle of beer and take a long sip, the cool liquid slides down my throat, when I’m done I say, “That depends.”

      “On what?”

      “Did you make it?”

      He shrugs. “It’s bar food. Ain’t one thing special about it.”

      I’d bet my restaurant it’s the best bar food I’ll ever have in my life. “In that case, yes, I’d like a menu.”

      A muscle in his jaw works but he reaches under the counter, pulls out a menu and places it in front of me. Before I pick it up he puts his palm over the sheet of paper.

      I meet his gaze. Whiskey and heat.

      I lick my dry lips and he tracks the movement.

      The air gets about ten degrees hotter.

      I can feel it, the barely leashed desire pulsing and twisting between us.

      He grips my wrist.

      I let him.

      His expression flashes. “How many times did you come?”

      I think about denying it, tossing my hair and telling him he’s arrogant, but what’s the point. I shrug. “Too many to count.”

      His hold tightens and his nostrils flare.

      With my free hand, I take another sip of beer, ignoring the tremor. “You?”

      “More than I should have.” He meets my gaze and my pussy swells just by the look in his eyes. “Are you sane yet?”

      I shake my head. “Nope. You?”

      “Nope.”

      He lets go of my hand and I hold it out to him and smile. “I’m Gwen Johnson. I usually introduce myself before orgasms are on the table.”

      “I know who you are.” He shakes my hand and a bolt of electricity travels up my arm. “I recognized you the second you walked
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