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SWEET SINS

 

As I sat in the garden, 

She said to me, 

“Taste and see.”

 

She was beauty

She was lovely

She was everything to me 

 

She was mine 

She was divine

She was everything to me 

 

She was love 

She was joy 

She was everything to me 

 

“Taste and see,” said she. 

 

From her delicate hands,

I took…

I bit…

I tasted…

 

What I tasted was sin. 

She smiled at me,

Knowing she’d win

Satisfaction in her grin 

 

Yet, I bit again,

And Again.

Over eternal life, 

I chose her sweet sin.

 

Because…

 

She was the sun, 

Had me undone, 

She was everything to me 

 

She was real, 

Made me feel, 

She was everything to me 

 

Again I bit, 

And then I knew, 

With that last bite,

 I knew…

 

She owned me. 

Sweet sins…

She owned me. 


 

PREFACE

 

“FRAILTY, THY NAME IS woman,” is the one line from Hamlet that has always rubbed me raw.

Were women weak? Truly? Were we meant to be submissive in the end?

A woman can insist she is independent all she wants, it’s said. She can dress herself in grit, chase equality, show strength, and mean every bit of it. But at some point she has to face the idea that no mortal can undo what God set in place.

The commandment was clear, it’s said. Women were made for men, not the other way around. Shaped from a man’s rib. So how can a woman claim she is equal to, or more than, a man?

For every woman who carries that belief, there comes a moment when it cracks. The day she meets the one man who can undo her with a look or a breath, she realizes it. There is always that one. The man who holds a strange kind of power over her, no matter how strong or self-assured she thinks she is.

In the end, she learns he is the rib she was carved from.

This is what’s to be believed.

But I say…

Bullshit.


 

CHAPTER 1 

 

“OH MY GOD, AXIA, please tell me you’re at the gym.”

Trudy had left the gym fifteen minutes ago and should have been at work by now, so the moment she launched into panic mode, I wondered why she was calling instead of pitching her big idea.

“Where else would I be?”

“I need a favor. Please. When we were playing tug of war with my handbag earlier, my thumb drive must’ve fallen out. And that thumb drive has the presentation I’ve been working on all month, and the meeting for that presentation is now. Please find it and get here in like five minutes. Do that crazy driving thing you always do.”

“You’re a whole mess. You lose everything. And who keeps the only copy of an important presentation on one drive? I literally just stepped off the treadmill and I’m half dressed and sweaty an—”

“Goddammit, Axia! Shut your ever-berating pie hole and find the drive. If you’re not here in ten minutes, our friendship is terminated.”

She hung up.

I scowled at my Blackberry. Only Trudy could talk to me like that. She was my best friend, and I let her get away with murder. True, I had been a bit harsh, and maybe a tiny bit inconsiderate of her meltdown, but she knew me. She probably expected a smart-mouthed reply.

Sweat dripped down my face after an hour of mountain-climbing mode on the treadmill. I grabbed my towel, wiped off, and scanned the gym. The bright orange thumb drive sat alone on a workout mat.

Of course it did. Trudy and I had been tugging over her bag when I caught her sneaking a Snickers she wasn’t supposed to have. She’d tried to hide it, I’d tried to snatch it, and the rest was chaos.

I scooped up the drive and headed out. When she called, the treadmill hadn’t even slowed down yet, so my breathing was still erratic and I was soaked, dying for a shower, and wearing barely anything. But getting this cursed thing to her mattered more.

She’d worked on that presentation for over a month, and it wasn’t just a presentation. She’d been trying for six months to get her boss to pay attention to this idea. At a company like theirs, she had one shot. If he liked her pitch, Trudy could finally break through the wall of geniuses that ran San Francisco.

Still half dressed in a pink tube top, black workout capris, and my pink-and-white Shape-ups, I jumped into my jeep and gunned it to Coded Solutions. It was an eight-minute drive, but I drove like the road owed me favors. Patience and I had never been friends.

Five and a half minutes later, I screeched into the parking lot.

I jumped out, left the engine running, left the door open. Theft wasn’t a worry. Ghosts knew who to shout “boo” at. I rushed through the revolving doors. “Trudy-Ann Green,” I said through labored breaths before the receptionist even looked up. “Urgent. What floor is her meeting with Mr. Nelson?”

The brunette gave me a once-over, scowled at my outfit, then softened. “Forty-two,” she said, then added, “Nice bod.”

The elevator ride took forever, but at least it let my breathing settle. When the doors slid open, the blast of cold air hit my bare skin, and my nipples tightened instantly. Great. Brilliant planning, Axia.

The floor was full of sharp suits and starched collars, and there I was in a tube top, capris that left little to the imagination, sneakers, and the scent of dried sweat. But if I turned back now, I’d risk Trudy’s shot. So I swallowed my self-consciousness and walked into the icebox. Seriously, why was it so cold in here?

The floor receptionist pointed me toward the meeting room while attempting to hide her judgment. I weaved through cubicles, ignoring raised brows and curious looks, until I spotted Trudy pacing outside MR 42, her face twisted in worry as she jabbed at her phone.

“Psst,” I called.

She looked up, sagging in relief. She waved me over and cracked the door open. I rushed forward and pressed the drive into her hand. “Go and kick asses, best—”

My words faltered when the door swung fully open and revealed… him.

Tall. Dark hair. Eyes on a tablet. Full lips moving mid-lecture. “Green, I’ve waited long enough. If I didn’t think your three-line pitch had potential, I wouldn’t have arranged this meeting. I’m giving you my time and you’re wasting it. It’s negligent to have the board here, on time, and yo—”

He halted when he finally looked up. And saw me. Half dressed. Skin dusted with salt. Tube top likely broadcasting a weather report across my chest.

If he’d been any other powerful man, I might’ve died on the spot. But not with this Lothario. Never him.

It was my first time seeing him in person. Until now, he’d only existed in headlines and whispered stories. His reputation with women was far from spotless. Too rich for his age, too crude for his status, too cocky for anyone’s liking. But his brain alone was worth more than his billions.

He was known as the innovative tech whizz, a genius ahead of his time. And there he stood. San Francisco’s hottest, sexiest, wealthiest internet billionaire, Lovello Nelson.

Good thing men that pretty weren’t my type, because my God, he looked edible. Dark hair with a naturally messy edge, a jaw cut clean and sharp, slate-gray eyes framed by curled lashes. But his lips were the real showstopper. Full. Peach-colored. Ridiculous. People talked about his beauty more than his money.

Calling him “handsome” would be an insult. That word didn’t belong anywhere near him. He needed a new one. Something invented by a poet with a quill and a flair for dramatics, because beautiful didn’t come close.

Dressed in a navy suit, he stared down at me from his height, and I stared right back without shrinking an inch. His eyes took a slow tour of my body, shameless, then lifted to my face. He smirked. “Pretty chilly in here, huh?”

Predictable. I’d been waiting for that one. I gave him a polite smile and ignored it. “Mr. Nelson, Trudy worked hard on this presentation. Her thumb drive fell out at the gym this morning and it was my fault. I got it here as fast as I could. Please don’t dismiss her. Hear her out. She has talent. You’ll regret it if you miss this.”

I said please, but it still sounded like a command. Trudy’s narrowed eyes confirmed it. Damn. I needed practice sounding emotional.

Pretty Boy Nelson leaned on the doorjamb like we were in a bar instead of his boardroom. “Was that a plea or a command?”

“It was a plea. I’m sorry if it didn’t sound like one. I’m not great at pleading. I’m used to getting whatever I want, whenever I want, however I want.” I held his stare so he knew I wasn’t one of those women who got butterflies when he breathed in their direction.

He let his bottom lip go and looked me over again, twice as slow this time. “I think it was a command. And judging by your choice of attire in my building, I also think you’re one of those irreverent and uncouth bra—”

“Mr. Nelson, please,” Trudy cut in. “You have a meeting with Tarcel’s CEO in an hour. If you want to dismiss me because I was negligent, I understand.”

What was she doing? No. No surrendering. I shot her a glare, but when she narrowed her light blue eyes back at me, I knew she was mad that I’d pushed him.

“Axia, thank you,” she said. “But it’s okay. You have a busy day too. We’ll talk later.”

Pretty Boy earned one last withering look from me, which he met with a smug one of his own. I turned and walked away. A wolf whistle followed me down the hall. I smothered my answering smile. My impeccable derriere had never failed me.

Once upon a time, I had terrible self-confidence. I used to wish for a tall, leggy blonde body like the girls boys chased in school. But then my breasts filled out, my hips widened just enough, and my butt decided it wanted to be a star. In college I ended up with the most popular guy on campus, and he adored me loud enough for everyone to notice. That helped.

Being his girlfriend made me the girl everyone stared at. Add my obsession with fitness and the result was abs people envied and a toned everything. Everyone around me reminded me I looked like a gift to men everywhere. It helped erase the insecurity, even if the staring got annoying. And when I got annoyed, people assumed I was arrogant.

It didn’t help that I was half Hispanic with straight, midnight-dark hair, sixteen inches long, and gray eyes framed by lashes that didn’t need mascara. I wasn’t conceited. I practiced acceptance. When I stepped up in God’s line, He decided to go all out. So why should I apologize for the result? Feeling guilty about my looks felt like telling Him He made a mistake. I refused that. I was grateful. I kept myself in shape. I used what I had when needed.

Like now.

I didn’t have to turn around to know Pretty Boy Nelson was still at his doorway, eyes glued to my ass. And knowing the kind of man he was, wanting a piece of it would be enough motivation for him to give Trudy another chance.

Yep. Being sexy does have its advantages.
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FEELING REFRESHED AFTER showering off a full layer of dried sweat, I changed into clean workout gear and prepped for my ten o’clock aerobics class. The gym was busiest after four in the afternoon when people got off work. That was the time I tried to be off the floors. But plenty of people had odd schedules, so some days I taught classes from sunup to sundown.

Proud Sweat Fitness Center was my sweetheart. I’d known since I was twelve that I wanted to own a gym. At eight, I used to jump around beside my mom while she worked out in bright leggings and a tank top in front of the TV. I was obsessed with the feeling of being active, that steady thump of my heart rushing in my chest. It felt amazing then, and it still does.

Most kids don’t wake before their mothers at six in the morning just to wait for workout time, but I did. As I grew older, my fascination shifted to gym equipment. I wanted to try every machine and learn how each one worked, and before long I was fully obsessed with fitness.

By sixteen, I had abs a celebrity would trade diamonds for. By twenty, I’d become a plague to my father, insisting again and again that this was my future. Once he accepted I was an adult, he gave me access to the account he’d opened for me before I was born. With a thumbs up he told me to go chase my dream.

So I did.

And now PSFC was San Francisco’s most sought-after luxury gym. Three stories high, filled with top-of-the-line ENEN equipment. Spa, pool, sauna, basketball court, martial arts, kickboxing. You name it, we offered it. Proud Sweat Fitness Center had everything, and I loved it.

A timid knock sounded at my office door. “Come in,” I mumbled.

My assistant, Tish, stepped in.

“Axia, the reps from Sweat2Forget and Fitness on Air called again.” She hesitated. “They’re persistent. Are you sure you’re not interested?”

“Yes, I’m sure.”

For two years those companies had been on my case to star in workout DVDs or host a fitness show. Sweat2Forget and Fitness on Air were the most relentless. They figured my body and drive would rake in cash while giving consumers a good sweat. As flattering as it sounded, I wasn’t interested. I liked where I was. I didn’t want the spotlight. That was why I moved to San Francisco in the first place.

Being the daughter of Vince Blacksille, owner of the multi-billion-dollar armament company Blacksilles’ Protekk, meant that in L.A. I couldn’t breathe without paparazzi shoving a camera in my face. They’d post me online just for existing. I was even approached about a reality show once. Laughable. If people knew the darker parts of my life, they’d sprint the other way. So I came to San Francisco where people had work to do and didn’t give a damn.

“Okay,” Tish said, though she didn’t look thrilled. “I added four new members to your five o’clock spinning class and two to your seven a.m. Quicksand class. Expect new faces. All staff have been notified about the meeting tonight, but Meredith, our yoga instructor, has the flu and will be out all week—”

“Then how—”

“No worries. Hanna agreed to cover. Two treadmills are malfunctioning, so the repair guys will be here at three. Oh, and there’s another complaint about the new girl in the Juice Bar. That one’s yours.”

This was why Tish was gold. She was efficient, reliable, and solved half my problems before I even heard about them. “Whatever would I do without you? You deserve a breath-stealing hug and a big slobbery kiss.”

Tish’s cheeks went pink. Wrong choice of words.

“I’m just saying I appreciate you. Don’t want to lose you. If you need anything, say so.”

She kept her gaze down as she muttered, “I think you already know what I want,” then slipped out.

Yeah. Me.

I shook my head, grabbed my phone, and texted Trudy an apology for the earlier blowup with her boss. Then I headed downstairs to deal with the Juice Bar problem.

The moment I walked into the cool glass-walled lounge, I caught the familiar island-breeze scent from the air freshener I insisted on. Oversized gray chairs sat around cherrywood tables, magazines neatly placed, sunlight pouring through floor-to-ceiling windows. Another silent thank-you to Tish for keeping everything immaculate.

Determined to handle the new employee who had somehow racked up six complaints in four days, I walked to the bar. She hadn’t noticed me yet. Cross-legged on the floor behind the counter, she flipped through a magazine and bobbed her head to whatever music blasted through her earplugs. My old bar attendant of three years had moved to London last week, so this dark-haired, lip-pierced, tattoo-covered, Gothic-looking girl was a rushed replacement.

Still clueless that I was there, she slurped the end of a smoothie so hard the cup gurgled, then sighed at its emptiness. I pulled a stool under me, rested my elbows on the counter, and laced my fingers under my chin. I waited to see how long it would take for her to notice a “customer.”

Seven minutes passed. She stood up only to dance her way to the ice machine and make another smoothie, still in her own world. When she finally turned and saw me, she froze mid-sip.

I didn’t blink.

Flustered, she set her drink down and ripped her earplugs out, cheeks blazing. “Miss Blacksille, I’m so sorry, I—”

“Four days. Six complaints,” I said, voice cool. “Will I get another, Marsha?”

“No. No, Miss Blacksille. I promise. I never—”

“Good.”

Calm and composed, I rose and held out my hand. She knew exactly what to place in it. Earplugs wrapped around her iPod. I took it, gave her one last pointed look, and walked away.

It didn’t take much for me to get people in line. I had an intimidating presence, and I didn’t have to work at it. It was in my blood. Both my parents were commanding, and I’d inherited a double dose. Only a few people could make me laugh or smile, and lately Tish had joined that small group. But most of the time, I was serious and sharp. I’d tried to soften it, but it stuck like DNA.

Less than a minute after I’d tossed the confiscated iPod in my desk drawer, a knock sounded. Tish entered carrying a huge Victoria’s Secret gift basket.

“What’s this?” I asked.

“It was just delivered,” she said with a frown. “Sender unknown.”

Annoyed, she set the basket down with more attitude than necessary and left. I stared at the door, amused. Tish was a perfect assistant, but her hopeless hope that I’d suddenly turn gay one day was going to be the end of our peaceful working relationship. I’d given all I could. Had she not been exceptional at her job, she would’ve been fired long ago.

I turned my attention to the basket and opened the small card tied to a purple ribbon.

Sweet rack.

Amazing ass—um, back.

Pretty positive I got your cup size right,

’Cause I excel at that.

P.S. Your command was heeded. There better be a reward.

 

I raised an eyebrow. What in the world was that supposed to mean? 

Inside the basket was a mountain of lacy lingerie, bras, frilly boy shorts, moisturizers, washes, splashes, and colognes. I sighed and leaned back.

I hadn’t dated anyone in over a year, and I hadn’t been giving out signals. Whoever this idiot was must’ve known I had a soft spot for Victoria’s Secret. But the card was nonsense, and I wasn’t impressed.

So I stood, grabbed my water bottle and a towel, and headed out to teach my spinning class.


 

CHAPTER 2 

 

“MOVING ON TO THE most hated: hand stepping. Down, down. Hands in position. Don’t lock your arms, guys. Keep them soft. Ready…now go.”

I moved through the class, breathless, firing off corrections while we hit the final stretch of my early morning Quicksand session. Tish had said she added two new members, but when class started I saw only one. As things got harder, I stopped looking for the missing face, figuring they had quit before even showing up.

“Up! Steps to the side. Time for my favorite finish: one hundred-meter sprints. No groaning. I mean it. Groaners quit and quitters lose. You want that dream body? Then sprint with a smile. Focus on your goal and you’ll feel that grin sit tight. Don’t groan in my class.”

Everyone shoved their steps aside, chests pumping, drenched in sweat but never giving up. That was what I loved most about this group. They tried. Even when exhausted, they pushed through. That kind of grind built the bodies they wanted, and it always impressed me.

“On your marks…get set…go!”

The room burst with energy as they launched into their sprints. At thirty seconds I yelled, “Impressive. Again. On your marks…get set…go! This is your last thirty. Empty the tank. Your body will thank you.”

That was when I finally spotted the second new face, only because he had already quit and planted himself against the back wall, draining his water bottle like it had insulted him. When the bottle ran dry he glared at it, disgusted it didn’t hold more. I rolled my eyes.

He bent at the waist, hands on his knees, gulping air. As if sensing me, he looked up, narrowed his eyes, and I smirked back.

“Eight seconds,” I barked. “Seven… six… five… four… three… two… one! Done! Grab water, recharge, and come back for cooldown.”

While we moved into stretches, I couldn’t stop wondering why he was even here. I knew he had his own private gym. And had he cornered Trudy? I hoped so. She hadn’t called or texted since yesterday’s run-in, which meant she was still annoyed. I decided to give her space. But now he was here…

After class, I sat cross-legged against the mirrored wall, sipping water and waiting for the room to empty. The women were slow leaving, all ogling Mr. Pretty Boy as if they’d never seen a man before. I felt nauseous.

Eventually everyone filtered out except him. I watched him walk toward me, already bracing myself for the irritation he would bring with him. Tall, carved, sweat dripping from him in a way that made the women earlier forget their names. Red basketball shorts. Black sleeveless tank. Biceps that probably had their own zip codes.

“Please,” I said, already tired, “keep your distance.”

He kept walking. Of course he did. When he stopped right in front of me, he looked down with slate gray eyes and a show-off smile that should have been illegal. A spark kicked low in my stomach and I instantly blamed the workout. Because I didn’t like this man. I refused to like him. And if that spark had anything to do with how stupidly gorgeous he looked, I needed to be shot.

“How rude. That’s how you greet newcomers?” he asked, towering over me.

I stood quickly so I wouldn’t have to look up at him. I grabbed my towel and water, met his stare head-on, and said, “Your membership isn’t needed here.”

When I stepped to leave, he caught my wrist.

“They fit perfectly, didn’t they?” His eyes dropped to my chest, lingering way too long on the pink tube top.

Disgusted, I yanked my arm back. “What?”

“The lingerie. I picked it out myself.”

My eyes widened. “What? How did you—”

“I’m Lovello Nelson,” he said, like that explained everything. “Getting information isn’t exactly difficult.”

Heat flared through me, not the good kind. The nerve of him, thinking a basket of lace could win me over. I stepped right up to him. He grinned like I was about to kiss him. Idiot.

Ignoring the fact that he had six inches on me, I tilted my chin and said, “Whatever game you’re playing, arrogant pig, you won’t win with me. So cut the crap. As for the lingerie, Timo enjoyed tearing it apart with his teeth. Don’t send me anything else. And don’t come back to my class. Or I’ll throw you out myself. And trust me, I can.”

His expression shifted from amused to curious. “Timo? Your guy?”

“Yep. My guy.”

He nodded, looked oddly disappointed, and turned for the door. Just before stepping out, he shot me a smile over his shoulder.

“I’m ready to be thrown out on my head. I’m not quitting. That class kicked my ass, and I don’t quit until I conquer something. You said it: ‘groaners are quitters and quitters are losers.’ I’m neither. I’m a growler. And I always win.”

Then he disappeared.
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“HI, AXIA,” TRUDY answered later, voice small.

“Finally. Trudy, I’ve been calling since yesterday. You skipped training this morning. Are you really that mad at me? Did I screw things up for you?”

She sighed. “No. And no, I’m not mad. I just… I was bracing for when you got mad at me.”

“Why would I be mad at you?”

“Because… I betrayed you.”

“What? How?”

“Well… Mr. Nelson let me give the presentation. And he loved it. But…”

“Spit it out, Trudy.”

“He kept me after the meeting and started grilling me about you. And I answered him. All of it. I don’t know why. I’m sorry, Axia. I shouldn’t have given him info about you, but he’s my boss and he can be… demanding.”

“And I’m your best friend!” I yelled.

“I know. I know and I’m sorry.”

“So you’re the one who told him I’m obsessed with Vicky Secret.”

“…Yes.”

“My cup size too?”

“No. He guessed that. Accurately.”

Typical Trudy. Gentle, obedient, never rebellious. I knew she must have folded under pressure. Nelson was the type people crumbled for.

We’d met five years ago on a flight to San Francisco. She’d been gripping her thighs, whispering the Lord’s Prayer during takeoff, terrified the plane would explode midair. I found her oddly charming. Even once we leveled out, she stayed tense. So I talked to her. We bonded. Exchanged numbers. I was moving to SF to start my gym. She was coming for her new job at Coded Solutions. We called it fate. We both needed someone then.

“You seem to have gotten under his skin, Axia. This morning he came down to my office and attacked me. Said I lied when I told him you weren’t seeing anyone.”

I laughed. “Yeah, he showed up to my class asking if ‘they fit’. I didn’t even know he sent the damn basket. So I told him Timo enjoyed ripping everything to pieces with his teeth. Now he thinks Timo’s my guy.”

Trudy burst out laughing. “Girl, that's cruel. Though I don’t know why he cares. It’s never stopped him before. Honestly, he prefers women involved so he can dodge commitment.”

“Well he’s not getting this ass,” I muttered. “And stop sharing my business, Trudy. I mean it.”

“I know. I’m sorry.”

“Good. You’re forgiven. Now tell me everything about the presentation.”

Trudy squealed. “Oh. My. God, Axia. It’s surreal…”
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THE PLAGUE KEPT his word and didn’t quit my class. He showed up the next morning. And the morning after that. Word spread fast that the Lovello Nelson was taking my 7am Quicksand class, and by day two the room was packed. Mostly women. Mostly primped to the heavens. It was ridiculous. This class was usually avoided like poison because it was brutal. Now it looked like a beauty pageant. And all I wanted was him gone.

By the end of Friday’s class, I’d lost track of how many times I gagged at the flirting. He lapped it up, of course. When everyone shuffled out I stayed sitting on the floor, waiting for the crowd to clear. He nodded at me and left too. Thank God. I sighed, gulped my water, and headed out.

“Hey, Axia.”

I jumped so hard I choked on my water. Tears sprang to my eyes as it shot up my nose. I spun around to find him leaning against the wall like he owned it.

“W-What?” I snapped, still coughing and wiping my eyes.

Before he could answer, Tish walked up with her notepad. She gave him a look that could curdle milk.

“Walk with me,” I told her, knowing that would make him fall back. Except it didn’t. He strolled right along with us.

Tish launched in. “Sweat2Forget reached out again. They’re relentless. Maybe you should consider it.” One look from me and she went pale. “Sorry. Moving on. Prime Size wants you on next month’s cover. It’s low effort. Might be worth it.”

“If I say yes to one thing, people will think I’m accepting proposals. I’m annoyed.”

She nodded, then continued. “Actress Lena Marcie wants you to move to L.A. and train her personally.”

A scoff escaped me. “Ask the woman if I look desperate enough to uproot my life to babysit her workouts.”

A low snort sounded behind me. I ignored him.

Tish kept going. “ENEN is gifting you one of every machine as appreciation for using only their brand. You have three months to redeem them.”

“How is it a gift if they slap a deadline on it?”

A deep voice from behind me chimed in. “If you need more than three months to accept a gift, you don’t want it. Which makes you rude and cocky.”

I’d honestly forgotten his brother owned ENEN. And again, why was he following me?

“Why are you behind me again?” I asked.

He drank from his water bottle while staring right at me, saying nothing. I took a step toward him to intimidate. He stepped back on reflex but didn’t break eye contact. I shook my head and kept moving.

“Teflon Energy wants to give you a branded freezer for the Juice Bar. And the vet called. Timo’s shot is due next week.”

Mentally, I cringed. Outwardly, I didn’t flinch.

He coughed twice behind me. I ignored that too.

At my office door, I stopped. “Is that all?”

“That’s all,” Tish said, shooting him a glare.

“Refuse everything except Prime Size. I’ll think about that one.”

Tish nodded and walked off, still glaring at him as if he owed her money.

While he was watching her leave, I opened my office door, stepped in, and tried to slam it shut. He slipped in sideways before it could close.

“What do you want, Nelson?”

“Just needed clarification.” He folded his arms and leaned on the door frame. “Timo is a dog?”

My irritation spiked. “Yes. Timo is a dog. I’m a woman. You’re a man. This is a door. That’s a desk. What about it?”

“How about the man closes the door and plays strip poker with the woman on the desk while the dog waits at the vet?”

Dios.

“Could you leave my office, please?”

“You lied to me.”

“And?”

“You don’t seem like the type to tell petty lies. I figured you were more straightforward.”

“That guilt trick doesn’t work on me, Pretty Boy. I’ve used it too many times.” I went to the fridge for a Gatorade.

“No one’s called me that before. It’s kind of…endearing. You think I’m pretty?”

After a long drink, I said, “Yes. I do. But here’s the thing. I’m not into pretty boys. I like my men Black and strong with perfectly groomed dreads. You’re far from that, so beat it.”

Instead of leaving, he chuckled and strolled to my desk, settling on the edge. “I could always fry myself in a tanning booth and buy one of those hats with fake dreads. Would you want me then?”

A laugh threatened, but I swallowed it. “No. I like them real, not costume-shop.”

He shook his head. “Why are you such a hard ass? I’ve never met a woman as intimidating as you. It’s a good thing we’re the same brand of trouble. I find you… intriguing.”

“How long does your intrigue last? I’m guessing your attention span with women is about that of a goldfish.”

He opened his mouth, but I cut him off. “Wait—lemme guess. It dies after orgasm?”

Pretty Boy Nelson flashed a blinding smile and said absolutely nothing.

“With me, Pretty Boy, your chances of having an orgasm are zero. So what’s it gonna take for you to leave me alone? My class is suddenly so full I’m getting claustrophobic, all because of you. I hate crowded classes, but I also can’t be rude to my members. So quit. Please. I already get more proposals than I want, and once they hear you’ve got a membership here, it’ll double. I don’t like attention.”

“Hmm…sounds like I’m irritating you more than I expected.” He circled around and dropped into my chair, stretched his long legs onto my desk, and got comfortable.

I glared, marched over, and shoved his feet off so they thudded to the floor. Then I spun the chair to face me, planted my hands on the armrests, and leaned in until my face hovered inches from his. His slate-gray eyes sparkled with amusement. “What do you want, plague?”

Lovello’s gaze dipped to my mouth, and he dragged his tongue over his bottom lip. That stupid tingle hit my stomach again. The same one I’d felt the other day when he stood over me. Impossible. Absolutely impossible.

He exhaled slowly. “You. Are. So. Damn. Sexy. Axia, what I want is you.” His tongue flicked over those sculpted lips again. “Can I kiss you?”

Furious at myself for not being immune, I shoved the chair hard. It slammed against the wall.

“Ouch!” he barked. “No need to get violent.”

My fingers twitched, craving something hard to throw. “Trust me, Pretty Boy, you have no idea the pain I want to inflict on you right now.”

“Have lunch with me.”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Would you just go?”

He stood, stepping into my space. “Let’s make a deal. Have lunch with me, and I’ll quit your class.”

I studied his eyes. Steady gray with faint streaks of blue. He meant it. Still, I shook my head. “I’m not that easily fooled. I’m the fish that stays at the bottom, watching the gullible ones swim up and bite the bait.”

He raised a hand and brushed my shoulder, his thumb stroking slow circles. “I’m a man of my word.”

That damned tingle flared. Bigger now, hotter. I jerked away. The realization that he had any effect on me at all made my stomach drop. Attraction wasn’t allowed right now. I wasn’t ready. And if he kept pushing, and I kept feeling…this…someone would get hurt. Emotionally, mentally, and definitely physically. I needed him gone.

“You promise you’ll quit my class if I have lunch with you?”

“Scout’s honor.”

“And stop pursuing me?”

He shrugged. “I can only make one promise at a time.”

I wanted to scream. I rarely lost control of my emotions like this, but he shredded my patience. “You can’t just…ugh…you make me—whatever. Fine. I’ll have lunch with you.”

His smile spread slow and satisfied. “Good. Downstairs. Twelve sharp.” He tipped his chin toward the small bathroom in my office. “Can I use your shower?”

“No! There are showers on all three floors. Use one of those. And get out. I’m exhausted from looking at your face.”

He grinned. “But I thought you said I was pretty.”

“You are. And I also said I don’t like pretty boys. Now. Get. Out.”


 

CHAPTER 3

 

 

A BITTER SCOWL TOOK over my face as I showered and dressed in a baby-blue tee, white shorts, and loafers, still pissed that I’d let that dissolute bastard manipulate me into a lunch date. Me. Manipulated. That almost never happened. There was only one person on earth who knew how to undermine me, and he rarely surfaced.

I tied my hair into my usual ponytail, grabbed my purse and keys, and stomped out of my office, muttering curses the entire way down the stairs.

Pretty Boy Nelson was already waiting. Twelve sharp.

He leaned against the wall near the entry door, back to me, eyes glued to his phone. I paused on the last step before the lobby, unable to stop myself from appreciating the broad shoulders under his plain white T-shirt… or the perfect backside in dark jeans. His damp hair had been finger-combed back, curls brushing the nape of his neck.

As if he felt my gaze, he turned, and smiled a smile meant to make a woman’s heart faint. 

That only pissed me off more.

“You checking me out, sweetie?”

I met his warm slate-gray eyes with my iciest glare. “One: don’t ever call me ‘sweetie’ with those profligate lips. Two: get over yourself.”

He only grinned harder, chuckling as he opened the door and stepped aside. I stayed rooted where I was, staring him down, wishing my irises could fire bullets.

He stared back, amused.

Knowing this day would never end unless I gave him even a microscopic win, I offered a tight, fake smile and walked through the door.

Outside in the parking lot, we both hit the unlock buttons on our key fobs. Two discordant chirps echoed. We looked at each other.

He raised a brow and tipped his head toward his car.

“Oh hell no.” I walked toward my Jeep. “We’re taking my Jeep and I’m driving.”

“Nuh-uh,” he said, shaking his head like a metronome. “I asked you to lunch. Therefore, I’m driving. In my car.”

Arms crossed, I dug in. “I don’t like to be driven.”

“Neither do I.” He folded his arms back at me. “So we compromise. And by compromise, Axia, I mean you’re gonna close that Jeep door, walk your cute little butt over here, and get in the passenger seat of my car.”

The dick was immune to intimidation, because he didn’t even flinch when I stormed up to him and snapped, “Just who the hell do you think you are?”

He gave a lazy, lopsided smile. “A plague you clearly want gone. Just remember, God didn’t stop plaguing Pharaoh until he obeyed.”

Fuming, I spun on my heel, got in my Jeep, and tore out of the parking spot. “I’m not going anywhere with you, you manipulative asshole!”

“Fine!” he called. “I’ll see you tomorrow morning in class. Still gotta burn off the calories from my birthday feast yesterday!”

“¡Gilipollas!”

He laughed. “Is that Spanish for ‘I love you’?”

God, I hated him. If he only knew the physical injuries I wanted to inflict. Just a few days of his presence and he was already driving me insane. I’d never been so reactive in my life, and the worst part was I knew exactly why.

I was attracted to him. Begrudgingly. Annoyingly. Unacceptably.

If I kept fighting, I’d still be dealing with him tomorrow. And the next day. And the next. And I wasn’t sure how long I could keep that attraction locked down.

With a frustrated sigh, I slowed at the parking lot exit to turn around.

At that exact second, Lovello pulled up beside me, leaned across the console, and wordlessly pushed open the passenger door of his Bugatti.

The cocky bastard knew I’d stop. Of course he did.

Wearing a smug, arrogant smile, he slid on his aviators as I climbed in. Then he floored it, pinning me back into the chocolate-brown leather seat.
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ONCE WE HIT traffic, Lovello kept trying to talk, and I kept giving him absolutely nothing.

“The more you sulk, the longer this day will feel,” he said casually, maneuvering the car like he was flirting with the wheel. “You’ve got work. I, fortunately, can do whatever I want.”

“I can do whatever the hell I want, too. It’s my gym.”

“Ah, but see, you have classes. You can’t exactly… dawdle.”

I was gearing up to verbally flay him when his phone rang.

“Nelson,” he answered. “No, I’m busy. Cancel it… No… Do I need to explain myself to anyone, Carla?… Good.” He tossed the phone into his lap and angled his head toward me. I couldn’t see his eyes behind his aviators, but the arrogance radiated. “See?”

A scoff burst out of me. “And you think I can’t cancel a class too?”

“Let me see you try.”

“I could—oh, wait. This is another one of your tricks.” I narrowed my eyes. “I’m not canceling a damn class just so you can drag out this lunch. Save those brain games for your clueless bimbos, Pretty Boy.”

He chuckled. Deep, masculine, annoyingly sexy. The sound vibrated through the car…and through me. “I’m gonna have to step up my game with you, Axia. You’re smarter than I gave you credit for.”

Before I could fire back, his phone rang again.

“What’s up, baby girl?” he crooned. “Heading out to lunch with a friend… Oh shit, I know, I forgot again… Okay, okay, stop cussing me out. You know I can’t sleep when you’re mad at me… Actually, I’m like a minute from your building. I’ll swing by now.”

He hung up without looking at me.

I wiped my forehead dramatically. “Phew. Does this mean I’m finally free from this lunch date?”

Lovello glanced over, his brow rising above the rim of his shades. “No.”

“Listen, Pretty Boy. You’re not stopping at your girl’s place and leaving me in your car while you run inside for a little slap and tickle. I’m a woman, not a prop. You dragged me into this lunch, so take me to lunch. Or so help me God, while you’re releasing in her, your pricey tires will be releasing air.”

He exploded into laughter, loud and infectious, and I had to fight hard to keep my face straight. He pulled over at the curb in front of a building with a marquee that read: France’s Fashion House HQ. He leaned back, still laughing. His skin was warm-gold against the chocolate leather, his hair dry again and back to its usual unruly state.

Dios, he was beautiful.

He slid off his aviators and pinned me with his eyes. “You jealous? I thought you didn’t like me.”

“I have a feeling I’ll be saying this often: get over yourself.” I unbuckled. “I can’t be jealous of someone I despise and am only tolerating long enough to keep you out of my business. And why are we at a fashion house?”

He shook his head at my denial and stepped out. The second he opened my door, I braced myself.

“Come on. Instead of getting that slap and tickle by myself, let’s get it together.”

I gave him the glare he deserved. “So now you want to introduce me to her? What exactly do you take me for?”

He shrugged. “Why’s it a big deal? You keep saying you don’t want me. So we’re just friends, right?”

His gaze dipped to my bare legs as I stepped out. Predictable. “Not even friends. You’re an ailment.”

He ignored that and took my hand without hesitation, dragging me along. Inside, the lobby blasted with neon green walls, hot-pink patterns, odd-shaped chairs, and black mannequins dressed like they’d been dipped in Skittles. A spiraling staircase rose through three floors, but before I could take it all in, he tugged me toward an elevator.

“Seriously? Three floors. You couldn’t walk them?”

“No. My legs are still sore from your punitive exercises.”

I smirked. “Should’ve signed up for something less intense.”

“And miss seeing you hot and sweaty? No chance. Watching you wet and panting is worth every sore.”

I glanced up at him. Big mistake. He was staring right at me. That tingle hit hard, sharper than before, and I suddenly felt too warm. The elevator dinged and I let out a breath, grateful for the interruption. But he still wouldn’t stop looking at me.

“Why are you relieved?” he asked, tightening his hold on my hand.

I opened my mouth, ready to lie, when movement flashed in my peripheral. I turned and saw her. A gorgeous woman with a heart-shaped face, a cute summer dress, and her hands planted on her hips as she glowered at Lovello. Her eyes dropped to our joined hands and one perfect eyebrow lifted.

Lovello finally looked away from me, released my hand, and crossed the distance to her in three long strides. He scooped her up and twirled her while she squealed and begged him to stop because she’d just eaten. Her long curls whipped through the air. So much hair. 

When he set her down, she turned to me with warm cognac eyes. “Love,” she said to him, “aren’t you going to introduce me?”

A nerve in the anger-center of my brain twitched at the nickname, and I wanted to hate her. But then Lovello returned to my side and wrapped his arm around my waist. Against all reason, it felt good.

Dios. What was wrong with me?

“Sadie, this is Axia,” he said. “Not sure what to introduce her as. She says we aren’t friends and she doesn’t want me. She called me a plague and an ailment.” He shot me a wicked grin. I narrowed my eyes. “And Axia, this is my beloved sister-in-law, Sadie.”

Relief hit so fast my shoulders sagged. I let out a slow breath, hoping he wouldn’t notice. Of course he did.

Sadie smiled. “A woman immune to Love’s charms? Dear God, I never thought I’d see the day.” Then, instead of a handshake, she hugged me. I forced myself to return it. Barely.

She pulled back, then eyed Lovello. “Come on. I need to finish this and leave for New York in under an hour.” She turned and walked off.

Lovello tightened his arm around me and bent close, his lips brushing my ear. “You were relieved again. Why?”

I swatted his hand away and stalked after Sadie. Even if I wanted to answer, I couldn’t. I had no idea why.

 


[image: Two Hearts outline]



 

LOVELLO STOOD WITH his arms and legs spread while Sadie and her assistant circled him, measuring and pinning him into a tux. I waited, impatient and silent, as Sadie filled me in.

She was marrying Natalio Nelson in three weeks. Everyone’s outfits were sorted except Lovello’s because he’d been busy running around with, as she put it, “clueless bimbos” and kept missing his fittings.

While she scolded him and he teased her back, a woman with dark hair and bright green eyes strode into the room like she owned it.

“Hey, biatch!” she called to Sadie.

“Hey, Kels,” Sadie said without looking up.

“I thought you’d be done by now.”

“Yeah, well, this boor chose today to show up.”

Lovello looked over. “Didn’t know you were still in San Fran. You going to New York too?”

“Hell yes. My girl’s kicking ass and I need to be there.”

He gave her a look. “Or is it because Sadie told you Trev’s going to be there? Your chances are zero, Kels.”

“A girl can dream, Love.” Kelsy turned to me and smiled. “Hey. I’m Kelsy. Sadie’s ride or die.”

I offered a handshake. “Axia.”

She hesitated a beat, then took it. She waited for the explanation Sadie delivered from behind Lovello’s shoulder.

“Axia is, well, possibly the only woman alive who’s not attracted to Love. Though I don’t think she realizes it would’ve been smarter to pretend.”

“Whoa,” Kelsy said, eyes wide. “You’re seriously not affected by this walking sex machine? Are you an actual person with a pulse?”

Refusing to join the conversation, I kept my eyes on Kelsy without giving her a word. I had agreed to lunch, yet somehow I was sitting inside a fashion house impatient for this impromptu fitting to end so I can get this deal with Lovello over with, and my life would return to its usual hug-less, tingle-free order.

Kelsy shot me a face when I didn't respond. Lovello sent me a serious stare. Sadie, crouched at his feet with pins in hand, gave me a warm smile that felt strangely understanding.

Kelsy flopped into a feathery green chair. “Well, kudos for not falling for his tricks like those clueless bimbos always tugging at him like he’s the last lamb on the field.”

Lovello laughed. “What is it with you women calling other women clueless bimbos?”

“Because they are,” the three of us said. Mine came out flat. Theirs came out bright.

He laughed harder. “Hey now, you two are warm and kind. Don’t follow that one.” He pointed at me. “She’s cold and mean. Cruella Deville in living color.”

A laugh tried to rise, but I shoved it down and glared at him. Kelsy giggled.

“Ow!” he yelped.

“Oh, sorry. Pin’s right here. I told you not to move, Love,” Sadie said, far too innocent.

She shot me a quick wink behind his back. I gave her a small, toothless smile. 

Yeah, I think I like her.
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LOVELLO PULLED UP to a restaurant called White Roses. It was new, popular, and impossible to visit with my schedule. I was almost glad he’d brought me.

He had been quiet since we left Sadie’s and simply took my hand, guiding me through the all-white interior. White tables. White chairs. White roses everywhere. Floor-to-ceiling windows that let us see out but blocked the outside world from seeing in. A crescent bar. A discreet staircase.

Halfway up, we ran into Natalio Nelson. The second Lovello saw him, his whole face lit up.

“I should kill you,” Lovello said, punching his brother’s arm. “Your fiancée told me you’ve been back two days. You couldn’t call?”

“Calm down, Love.” Natalio smiled. “I planned to stop by tonight. The restaurant has been a headache. I fired the manager and now I have to babysit the new asshole.”

“Well, stop by anyway. I miss you.” He pulled me closer, looking proud in a way I didn’t understand. “This is Axia. I assume you already know my brother.”

Natalio shook my hand. “You look familiar. Ah. Owner of PSFC.”

I nodded, looking into the intense blue eyes of the man I once had a harmless crush on. I had chosen ENEN equipment not only for the quality, but because I had seen him once at a gala. Back then he was a brooding, all-black figure who intrigued me. That crush had faded the moment I realized he hadn’t even noticed I existed.

Now he wasn’t brooding at all. He was dressed in white flannel and white linen, hair loose on his shoulders, looking every bit the white-knight counterpart to his curly-haired fiancée.

“From ENEN himself, thank you for being a loyal customer,” he said.

“You’re welcome. I like quality. You deliver.”

Lovello scoffed. “Not what you said this morning. Now you’re sucking up?” He glared at Natalio. “She said putting a time limit on a gift means it’s not really a gift and that you should take your gifts and shove them up your ass.”

Dios mío. I jabbed my elbow into his ribs. He groaned and started laughing.

Natalio laughed too. “Really? Fine. For you, I’ll remove the time limit. Happy?”

“Very.”

“Stop by later,” Lovello said with a sudden serious tone. “We need to talk about your decision for NIFTZ. Sadie isn’t happy.”

Natalio rubbed his forehead. “She talked to you? What did she say? It’s impossible to get through to her when she’s sulking. And don’t tell me it’s my decision. It’s Father’s.”

Lovello tugged me away. “We’ll talk later. I’m starving. And if the menu sucks, I’m not paying.”

“You never pay,” Natalio said.

“That’s because the menu always sucks,” Lovello called out as we continued upstairs.

We stepped onto a private balcony with a circular white leather couch, a matching marble table, a turquoise vase filled with white roses, and a massive umbrella shading the area. It was clear the space was reserved for special guests. For once, privacy felt good.

Lovello insisted I sit beside him. We looked over the menu in silence. He hadn’t flirted or teased since the fashion house. The only time he spoke was when he saw his brother.

Without looking at me, he asked, “You know what you want?”

“Yeah. Who’s waiting us?”

He reached under the table and pressed a hidden button. A waiter appeared moments later with cold water. I ordered Chicken Alfredo. Lovello ordered a Flat Iron Steak Sandwich.

Once the waiter left, I broke the strained silence. “You’ve been quiet, Pretty Boy.”

He turned sharply. He looked almost surprised. “I have?”

“Yep. But I don’t mind. The less you talk, the sooner this lunch ends and the deal is sealed.”

Then why break the silence, liar?

“You really don’t like me, do you?”

I took a sip of water and kept my eyes forward.

He sighed. “See? This is why I’m quiet. I don’t know how to communicate with you. You’re strange. Different. One minute you’re blunt and full of hatred and I think, okay, that’s who she is. I can work with that. Then the next minute you give me this look, and you don’t mind me touching you. That throws me off. I never know what version of you I’m getting. And what’s with the relieved sighs?”

I turned to him. “If I’m such a puzzle, why bother? Why put yourself through trouble? Why keep being the bane of my existence?”

“Because I want to know you, Axia. You got to me. Big time.”

“And I want to not know you.”

“I get that. Stop trying to wound my ego.”

“Good. Then give it up.”

“No.”

“Why not? You know this isn’t going anywhere. I’m never sleeping with you.”

“I just want to make you smile. I’ve never seen you smile. You’re always serious.”

He sounded sincere. Too sincere.

“You’re chasing an impossible goal, Pretty Boy.”

He reached out and brushed his thumb over my cheek. “When you call me that with that faint accent, it’s sexy as hell.”

Confused at why I didn’t pull back, I muttered, “Then maybe I should stop.”

It made no sense why I loved his touch. Why I loved it when he held my hand, or guided me, or wrapped his arm around my waist. I had never liked that with anyone. The
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