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      Jacquie Morgan is an open book…

      Married young and widowed soon after, Jacquie can’t remember a time that she wasn’t defending or caring for someone. When her youngest son goes to college and her nest is empty, she decides to indulge herself. Attending the F5F Valentine’s Day “come disguised as your favorite superhero” party seems like the perfect solution—but the better one is taking “Superman” home for the night, knowing exactly who is behind the mask.

      

      Pierce Aston has a hidden past…

      Pierce is building himself a new life, with no commitments or responsibilities. Flatiron Five Fitness should be the perfect place to find his new balance, with the bonus opportunity to admire kickboxing queen and human resources manager, Jacquie, but he knows he needs more. Going to a party in disguise is right in his toolbox, as is a mission to provide her with a night of seduction—but being with Jacquie is far more addictive than Pierce expects. When she admits that she only wants a fling, how far will he go to convince her to try for forever—or will his past threaten their chance of a future?
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        My Heroes & Happy Endings monthly newsletter features my Deborah Cooke contemporary romances and romantic comedies. Subscribers get the first peek at new covers, a look behind the scenes at what’s coming, special offers and content only for subscribers, as well as notifications of sales and new releases - and more!

      

        

      
        You’ll get a free read, just for subscribing!

      

        

      
        Sign up for Heroes & Happy Endings today!

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Flatiron Five Fitness

          

        

      

    

    
      Straight out of college, five friends with a dream joined forces to build success. Ten years later, their exclusive fitness club, Flatiron Five Fitness, is the hottest destination in Manhattan. People flock to F5F to get fit, to get lucky, and even, to fall in love. The founding partners have been immune to F5F’s romantic spell—at least, so far...

      
        
        Flatiron Five Fitness

        1. Just One Fake Date

        Tyler and Shannyn

      

        

      
        2. Just One More Time

        Kyle and Lauren

      

        

      
        3. Just One Night Together

        Damon and Haley

      

        

      
        4. Just One Hometown Hero

        Cassie and Reid

      

        

      
        5. Two Weddings & a Baby

        A Novella

      

        

      
        6. Just One Second Chance

        Theo and Lyssa
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        Hunter and Chloe

      

        

      
        8. Just One Silver Fox

        Jacquie and Pierce

      

        

      
        9. Just the Wrong Twin

        Sonia and Nate

      

        

      
        10. When Annika Met Thom

        Coming April 2022
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      Don’t miss the spin-off series, Flatiron Five Tattoo. Each month, on the full moon, Chynna gives away a special tattoo that brings true love to the recipient. These are their stories.

      
        
        1. Just One Snowbound Night

        (Olivia and Spencer)

      

        

      
        2. Just One Vacation Night

        (Reyna and Kade)

      

        

      
        3. Just One Unforgettable Night

        (Lexi and Gabe)

      

        

      
        4. Just One Christmas Night

        (Chynna and Trevor)
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      The Flatiron Five Fitness series is also available in boxed sets, each including three or four books.

      Visit the F5F Boxed Sets page on my website for more information and links.
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            Dear Reader

          

        

      

    

    
      Welcome back to Flatiron Five Fitness!

      Just One Silver Fox is book eight in the series so far—it was intended to be number seven, but Hunter and Chloe jumped the queue with their Christmas romance, Just Home for the Holidays. Just One Silver Fox features Jacquie, a woman in her forties who is the human resources manager for the club, and Pierce Aston, a mysterious member of the club. Jacquie was widowed in her twenties and raised her kids alone: now that they’ve all grown up and left home, she’s ready to think about herself for a change. The last thing she wants is commitment or responsibility—she admits to Pierce that she wants to be impulsive and to be a little bit spoiled. She also makes it clear that physical intimacy is all that’s available. Pierce is a former SEAL and bodyguard who admires Jacquie and how direct she is—he likes knowing exactly where he stands. But once he and Jacquie get involved, Pierce finds it impossible to just step away. He wants more, but he has to convince Jacquie that it will be worth it. She’s risk-averse, while Pierce manages risk all the time. I love the romance between these two and how blunt they are with each other. They’re both tough, outspoken, and unafraid to push each other—which is why, of course, their relationship works so well.

      Although the books are fiction, Flatiron Five Fitness is set in real time and in the real world. The club is in Manhattan and this story begins in February 2020. Since all fitness clubs closed down in Manhattan in March 2020, I didn’t think I could ignore the influence of Covid-19. The potential threat of the virus does play a role in Jacquie and Pierce’s story, but I think a spoiler alert is fair: none of the characters contract the virus and no one dies. The crew at Flatiron Five Fitness, all their friends and family, and the members of the club are statistically very lucky.

      Next up in the Flatiron Five Fitness world will be Sonia’s story. You’ll get a little peek into her life in Just One Silver Fox, when you meet her twin sister (and family troublemaker) Katia. Sonia’s story Just the Wrong Twin, and will be published in November.

      You’ll find some growing connections with my other series, too. Farah has already appeared in Christmas with the Coxwells, as has JD Coxwell. He was a teenager in Double Trouble. Farah and JD’s story will be the next one in the Coxwell Series, and Pierce will have a cameo in that book.

      You can find more information about all of these books on my website, under the Heroes tab (which is for my contemporary romances). You can find a timeline for the Flatiron Five Fitness series on my website, along with a list of characters. They’re all under the Flatiron Five Fitness tab. There's also a Pinterest board for the series where you can see my inspiration: it has subsidiary boards for each book in the series. You can find out more about all my books on my website, and follow my blog there for updates and news, too. To follow me on your favorite sites, check this page of my website for links.

      To learn about my new releases and get additional content available only to subscribers, please sign up for my contemporary romance newsletter, Heroes & Happy Endings.

      Until next time, I hope you have plenty of good books to read!

      All my best,

      Deborah

      http://DeborahCooke.com
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        Monday, February 10, 2020 —New York City

      

      

      

      “You can’t really think a tattoo is going to make a difference,” Jacquie said to Sonia. She hated to be negative but she was too practical to believe that a tattoo, even if it was supposed to be ‘magic,’ would solve anything.

      It certainly wasn’t going to turn the private and pretty Sonia into a man magnet, much less bring the younger woman true love.

      “Skeptical much, Jax?” Meesha asked with a smile.

      It was close to six, the night after the full moon, and there were only three of them left in the offices of Flatiron Five Fitness. Jacquie, the human resources manager for the club, wasn’t going to leave just yet. She planned to spend a few hours in the kickboxing studio first, defending her reputation as the kickboxing queen of F5F, just as she usually did on Monday nights. In reality, she was avoiding the hollow silence of her apartment. She’d thought she’d be used to it by now, but no luck there.

      Magic wouldn’t fix that either.

      Sonia, the marketing assistant, had taken off her jacket and was picking at the edge of the bandage on her new tattoo. She probably would have left it alone, but Meesha, the club’s self-proclaimed social media goddess, had been pestering her all day for a peek.

      “I believe it, though,” Sonia insisted. “This tattoo is going to change everything. Maybe believing that will matter as much as the tattoo.”

      Jacquie shook her head at such nonsense but bit her tongue.

      “That’s what Chynna says,” Meesha agreed. “Hurry up!”

      Chynna was the tattoo artist who had a shop in the lobby, the one who gave away a heart tattoo each full moon. Jacquie thought the whole thing was silly, but not a bad marketing angle. After all, the dance club was packed on the nights when Chynna chose a winner. Since the dance club was only open on the weekends, Chynna often made arrangements in advance to give away a tattoo to someone when the full moon fell on another day of the week. She was more than a bit superstitious about continuing the routine. Sonia had volunteered this month.

      “And maybe changing your attitude will do the trick,” Meesha continued.

      Sonia gave her a startled glance. “What’s wrong with my attitude?”

      “Nothing, except you’re too shy. You hide your light.”

      “I do not!”

      Meesha appealed to Jacquie with a glance.

      Jacquie felt very aware of the fact that she was fifteen years older than her two co-workers. She had four kids, too, and the combination made her feel ancient sometimes. “There’s nothing wrong with a little reserve,” she said and Meesha, who had never been reserved about anything in her life, rolled her eyes. “But, yes, you do tend to tuck yourself into the corners, Sonia.”

      “There’s an understatement,” Meesha said, clearly not shy about speaking her mind.

      Sonia ignored her. Her eyes were sparkling as she gripped the edge of the bandage. “Ready?”

      “Show us already,” Meesha insisted.

      “Ta daaaa!” Sonia said, removing the wrap with a flourish, wincing at the way it tugged her skin.

      “Oh, it looks like jewelry!” Meesha said with admiration. She moved closer for a better look. “It’s beautiful!”

      The tattoo was a string of Celtic knots around Sonia’s upper arm. It was done in black with a red heart in the middle but Chynna had made the knots look dimensional, as if Sonia was wearing a Viking armband. It had to be three inches wide and wasn’t the small piece Jacquie had expected. It was beginning to heal, but was a bit puffy still.

      “You’re surprised,” Sonia accused with a smile, obviously noticing Jacquie’s expression.

      “I thought you were just getting the heart.”

      Sonia shook her head, her blond hair flowing over her shoulders. “I decided that if I was going to have a tattoo, I’d have one people noticed.” Her lips set. “It’s time to change.”

      “Exactly. I think it’s fun,” Meesha said, and closed her laptop with purpose. “I hope you get lucky. If nothing else, it’s a conversation starter. Cue the sleeveless wardrobe.”

      “You’re both skeptical,” Sonia said. “But this tattoo is going to fix everything.”

      Jacquie wished she could let it go but she had to say something. She had a policy of not letting her kids believe nonsense, and that extended to Sonia. “No, it’s not,” she said firmly but gently. Sonia looked at her with surprise. “Catching Cassie’s bridal bouquet didn’t make a difference,” she reminded Sonia, referring to the wedding of one of the partners several years before. “Getting one of Chynna’s so-called magic heart tattoos isn’t going to make a difference either. If you want to meet a nice guy, Sonia, you need to do something other than go home alone to read after work.”

      “There is that,” Meesha said under her breath, so Jacquie had an ally, at least.

      Sonia looked down at the tattoo, and Jacquie sensed that she hadn’t told her anything she didn’t know already. “I go to classes here at the club.”

      “Women’s classes,” Meesha noted. “But even taking a class with guys isn’t the same as going to a party. When was the last time you even went to F5F’s dance club? When was the last time you had fun, Sonia?”

      “I have fun...”

      “At home with your books. I feel like I work in the chastity society,” Meesha grumbled, flicking a glance at Jacquie.

      “Don’t look at me.”

      “I am looking at you!” Meesha complained. “Neither of you even make the cut for the shipping board.” She indicated the screen on the wall that displayed a constant feed of images shared on the club’s social media. The shipping board, where members made fictional ‘relationship’ matches for others at the club, was Meesha’s pride and joy. “That makes no sense. You’re so pretty, Sonia, but you slip under everyone’s radar.”

      “Maybe I like it that way.”

      “Why?” Meesha asked but Sonia turned to her own desk, evading the question. Meesha exhaled with obvious frustration and jammed gadgets into her purse.

      Jacquie wondered why as well but didn’t ask.

      Instead, she tried to encourage Sonia. “When I was your age, I had four kids to raise on my own. I would have killed to have gone out to a party with people and had fun, just once. You’re letting your life slip by you.”

      Sonia’s expression turned stubborn. “Maybe I’m just waiting for Mr. Right.”

      “Some day your prince will come?” Meesha shook her head. “Are you really going to find him in your apartment making dinner when you get home?” She waved a hand. “You need to make something happen sometimes. Take a chance. Do something different to get different results.”

      “I did!” Sonia insisted.

      Meesha turned on Jacquie. “And you,” she continued. “I thought you were going to go wild when your kids moved out.”

      “It wasn’t as easy as I expected,” Jacquie said, feeling herself bristle.

      “They’ve been gone since New Year’s,” Meesha reminded her, even though Jacquie could have told her the exact number of days. “It’s been six weeks. Haven’t you gotten any yet?”

      Jacquie shook her head. As much as she’d made plans for taking advantage of finally having some privacy, the reality of an empty apartment was another thing. She missed her kids, their noise, their demands and their mess. She wasn’t entirely sure that she knew who she was without them around, but she’d never make Meesha understand that.

      The two younger women then closed ranks together, folding their arms across their chests and staring Jacquie down.

      “It’s been a long time since Mitchell died,” she insisted. “I haven’t been impulsive for a long time.”

      “Start now,” Meesha advised.

      “I’ve been making a plan.”

      Meesha snorted, her opinion of that clear. “Plans, schmans,” she muttered. “It’s action that matters. How is a plan going to help you be spontaneous?”

      “What kind of plan?” Sonia asked.

      “I’ve been making a list of contenders,” Jacquie said. “This place is full of them. Now I have to choose the lucky candidate.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with letting one choose you,” Meesha grumbled, then shook her head. “Okay. Choose now.”

      Jacquie glanced out the door, just in time to see the man in the number one position on her list. He was headed across the lobby with his usual purpose, no doubt headed for the men’s change room. He was wearing jeans and a dark T-shirt and jacket, as well as those horn-rimmed glasses that she loved. His hair was more salt than pepper but he was in perfect shape.

      Pierce was at the rock wall every Monday at six, and Jacquie had taken in the view more than once. Her heart fluttered just a little. “Okay,” she said, feeling bold. “Him.”

      Sonia and Meesha leaned forward as one, looking out of the office without revealing themselves. Sonia smiled. “Pierce Aston. Good choice.”

      “Mmmm hmmm,” Meesha said. “Now that’s a silver fox.”

      “Not one ounce of body fat,” Sonia added.

      “Rock hard abs,” Meesha said. “Probably the endurance of a man half his age. Nate said he used to be a Navy SEAL.”

      “No. Really?” Sonia asked and Meesha nodded, her gaze unswerving. Sonia sighed. “Check out his butt.”

      “I do,” Jacquie admitted and they laughed again.

      “He looks intellectual, too,” Sonia said. “Like that hot professor at college.”

      “Which hot professor?” Meesha demanded and Sonia blushed.

      “Or, or, the geek who’s got more than meets the eye. It’s the glasses.”

      “Uh huh,” Meesha teased. “Who exactly are we discussing?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Sonia said, so red that Jacquie knew it did.

      “But he has contacts for working out,” Jacquie said, hoping Meesha would give Sonia a break.

      Her plan succeeded, but that meant Meesha turned her attention on Jacquie. “So, what’s stopping you from doing something about it?” she asked Jacquie.

      “He seems a bit mysterious,” Jacquie admitted, instead of confessing that she’d never asked a man out before. “I don’t think he socializes much at the club. I wonder what kind of secrets he has.”

      “The point of being impulsive is that you leap before you look,” Meesha noted.

      “I don’t want to regret anything.”

      “There you go. Playing it safe.” Meesha yawned elaborately. “No wonder this show isn’t getting off the road.”

      “But you like mysteries,” Sonia noted.

      “True. I don’t like surprises, though.”

      “The spice of life,” Meesha insisted.

      “You could check his file,” Sonia suggested.

      “That would be inappropriate and a breach of policy,” Jacquie said, even though she’d thought about it.

      “And who would know?” Meesha asked. “I wouldn’t tell.” She held Jacquie’s gaze in challenge.

      “You could get a tattoo,” Sonia suggested.

      Jacquie laughed. “No.”

      “You have forty-eight hours,” Meesha said, her eyes bright with challenge. “Do something by Wednesday night’s meeting.”

      “Or?” Jacquie asked.

      “Or I’ll do something for you,” the younger woman threatened, looking as if she’d love it. She shook a finger at Sonia as she grabbed her pink shearling coat. “That counts for you, too.”

      “Uh oh,” Sonia said, laughing a little as she met Jacquie’s gaze.

      “I’ve got my list,” Jacquie said. “How about yours?”

      But Sonia just blushed again. Jacquie also had a policy of not meddling in her kids’ love lives so she left that alone. Sonia left for the day and Jacquie wondered just what Meesha would do.

      It would be better to make a move herself.

      Even if she’d never done it before.

      There was a first time for everything.
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      Careful what you wish for.

      For years, Pierce had yearned for a normal life. Now he had one and he was bored out of his mind. He’d tried to make a fresh start in Manhattan, the most interesting city he knew, but found himself a solitary man among a crowd of strangers. In the past, he’d welcomed moments of privacy but now he was restless. His phone didn’t ring with unusual and dangerous job offers. He didn’t fly to exotic locations or take training on new technology—and the booby traps in his apartment were never sprung. He didn’t dive into hidden databanks on secret networks and he didn’t make clandestine plans that would unfurl perfectly. He didn’t have a perfectly trained team at his back, poised to spring into action. Nobody interrupted his plans with urgent messages or demands. He was keenly aware of all the things that were missing in his days and nights—and that the situation had been his choice.

      He’d been sure that he’d find the perfect challenge by now, and he didn’t like being wrong.

      Pierce worked out a lot, spending the majority of his days and evenings at Flatiron Five Fitness—he was doing something, even if it was just another hundred lifts. He still didn’t sleep much, but he never had—he was ready, always ready, for the game to start.

      Except this time, nothing was going to start. There was no game and there would be none. His consulting contacts had run dry, as he’d known they inevitably would. He was retired and essentially forgotten.

      At forty-eight.

      Pierce was in prime shape. He understood the nuances and the pitfalls of his chosen profession. He knew how to build a team and nurture each member, even while building them all to greater effectiveness. He knew exactly where to look for the data he needed and how to spot gaps in his plan. He was a machine when it came to strategizing.

      All the same, stepping out of his former life had seemed—at the time—like a choice that was exactly right. It had that resonance that he instinctively trusted, the feel of an idea that’s time has come. That sense had never led him wrong before. He was glad to be out of his old business, but desperately wanted something to do.

      Something to devour his time and his attention.

      Something fascinating and fulfilling.

      Something he couldn’t name.

      He checked his mental list again, wondering what detail he’d missed, what addition would make his life satisfying. He had financial security and good health. He had an apartment, a routine and a circle of acquaintances. He had time. Buckets of time. Way too much fucking time. He’d taken cooking classes and was finally learning Japanese, a longtime dream.

      The days, hours and minutes dragged.

      What was his life without explosions, surprises, spies and stalkers, or without intrigue, adventure and danger? What about risk? He missed risk and its companion, adrenaline. He felt like he might as well be dead, if this was all the world had to offer.

      Maybe he needed a consultant to teach him about ‘normal’ life.

      Pierce didn’t have to think twice about who he’d choose to do that. Jacqueline Morgan, the human resources manager at the fitness club, was the most intriguing woman he’d encountered in a long time. She also was an avid kickboxer and routinely defeated all challengers. It was a treat to watch her fight, all elegant strength and controlled power. She was a warrior, like Pierce, and one who was often underestimated because of her age and gender. He admired that she used that oversight against her opponents, often surprising them, usually vanquishing them.

      From first glimpse, Pierce had wanted to know more about her. He’d fought the urge to research her, knowing that real people didn’t do background checks on each other before exchanging greetings. His long-standing habit was to avoid emotional entanglements, but that tendency had been cultivated during his career. Everything had changed and he needed to learn some new skills.

      It was six on a random Monday night, and Pierce was heading to the rock-climbing wall, right on schedule. Thom, the burly instructor, waved to him from the base of the wall.

      He was talking to Jacquie.

      Was opportunity knocking? Pierce was more than ready to answer.

      Jacquie was dressed in a dark skirt and a pale gold blouse, like a T-shirt but made of a softer material. Maybe silk. Her hair was long and straight, hanging past her shoulders when it was loose. She had it wound up in a messy bun, probably because she was working. It had been dark brown but over the holidays, she’d colored it red. Pierce loved the bold color on her and thought it suited her style perfectly. She had her back to him and was talking to Thom, but there was a tension in her stance and he wondered what she was worried about.

      “Hey,” Thom said, raising a hand to Pierce.

      “Hey,” Pierce replied. He watched as Jacquie turned, slowly, then her gaze slid over him. She smiled and something flickered in her eyes. “Hello, Jacquie. I hope I’m not interrupting anything.”

      “Just checking files,” she said, tapping the folders she was carrying. “This week, we’ll generate income receipts for last year for all the part-timers.”

      “Like I said, I haven’t moved,” Thom said.

      “Good. Thanks for confirming that.” Jacquie seemed to make a note on the one file but Pierce noticed that she didn’t actually write anything on it. “I guess I’d better get down to the kickboxing studio,” she said, looking between the two of them.

      “You’ve probably got a line of contenders,” Thom teased.

      “All the usuals, though,” Jacquie said. She sighed, then looked at Pierce again. There was a glitter in her eyes that made his pulse skip. “I really could use some fresh blood.”

      “Not me,” Thom said, then jerked a thumb toward the wall and spoke to Pierce. “Ready to be my belayer? I’ve been itching for this climb all day.”

      “Absolutely,” Pierce said. “That’s why I’m here.” He headed for the coiled ropes but stopped right beside Jacquie, noting that she hadn’t moved away yet. “Got any open time slots tonight?” he asked softly and her smile was immediate. He stared at her for a moment, dazzled by the sight.

      “There’s never anyone by nine-thirty.”

      “I’ll see you then.”

      She grinned. “You should be warned: I’ll be all warmed up and ready to conquer.”

      Pierce smiled back at her, watching her flush just a little. “I can’t wait,” he murmured, because it was true, then Thom whistled at him. They both looked at Thom, then Jacquie excused herself and walked back to the offices of the club, her heels clicking on the tiled floor. Pierce watched her go, admiring yet again her lithe grace.

      “Earth calling,” Thom said, and Pierce turned to him with a smile.

      “Sorry.”

      “Just glad you two got that worked out,” Thom said, buckling on his harness. “Annika’s cooking tonight so I don’t want to be late.”

      “What do you mean, that we got it worked out?”

      Thom gave him a patient look. “I’ve lived at the same address for seven years. I’ve worked here for most of that time. Jacquie has been running HR for six years. There’s no reason for her to double-check my mailing address.”

      “It can’t hurt to be sure,” Pierce said, wondering.

      Thom shook his head. “That woman is a human database. If I’d moved, she would have known before the last packing box was gone. She knows everything about everyone who works here.”

      Pierce was even more intrigued. “How so?”

      “Jax knows the entire schedule of courses and classes, the schedule for podcasts and online interviews, and can tell you which part-time instructor is where at any given time. If you ask her who is teaching hot yoga next Thursday night, she’ll give you a list of classes, instructors and times. She knows everyone’s credentials and specialties as well as our preferences. She recommends teaching upgrades to us as she sees fit. If I have to call in sick, she immediately knows who can take my shift. Dollars to donuts, she’ll list three candidates in order of preference.” Thom checked his harness. “We’re mostly part-timers. That means she knows our schedules at other places we work, the times we can’t work because of commitments to kids or volunteer work, and where to find us anytime any day. She knows the names of our significant others and kids, knows our hometowns, and remembers our birthdays. She is the nerve center of contingency plans, and she remembers it all like it’s easy-peasy.” He looked Pierce in the eye as he chalked his gloves. “She did not have to check my mailing address.”

      “Then why was she here?” Pierce asked, even though he thought he knew the answer.

      “To ask you to come kickboxing, obviously.” Thom gave the rope a little tug, checking the tension. “She doesn’t just know the employee schedules and you’re here on the dot at six, every Monday night.”

      Pierce felt some satisfaction that Jacquie was watching him as avidly as he was watching her, maybe more so.

      “The real question is whether you’re going to let her win or not.”

      “That’s not a question at all,” Pierce said easily.

      “Isn’t it?”

      “It has to be a fair contest, no matter how it falls.” He picked up the rope. “You have to know by now that letting a woman win is a bad strategic choice.”

      “Not if she doesn’t find out.”

      “She will always find out,” Pierce asserted. “And then you’re toast. Trust me.”

      Thom grinned. “I do. You going to time me?”

      “You bet, but you were pretty fast last week.”

      “Annika’s cooking,” Thom said, surveying the wall with obvious anticipation. “Watch me go.”
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      At nine-twenty, Pierce headed to the kickboxing studio, anticipation putting a spring in his step. He liked to be early, to check out any variables. He was pumped and a little tired after helping Nate in the weight room for two hours. He’d gotten in his own workout as well as doing a lot of spotting.

      The whole time, he’d been wishing the time would fly.

      He stopped in the hall outside the studio. It had glass walls on this side and the door was closed, so the sounds of his approach would be muted. Jacquie was working out alone, throwing punches at the punching bag that hung from the ceiling. Pierce watched. She was trim and taut, her muscles tight and her skin wet with sweat, an action heroine come to life. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail that swung as she kicked and punched.

      She wore a black tank top and shorts, the Lycra hugging her slender curves, and boots laced over her ankles. Her gloves were worn to a patina with use and her focus was intense. She looked resolute, as if she was going to pound something—or maybe someone—into submission. She landed a hard kick, a good one, and the bag swung, spinning, as she stepped back. She stepped back and blew her bangs out of her eyes, wiping away the perspiration with the back of her glove. Then she pivoted, maybe sensing his presence, and Pierce opened the door to the studio.

      “Ready for a more lively opponent?”
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      A shiver slipped down Jacquie’s spine at the sound of a familiar male voice. Sure enough, she turned to find Pierce Aston watching her. How long had he been there?

      This was the moment she’d wanted.

      He was surveying her, really looking, and she could see admiration in his gaze. Heat rose on her cheeks, a sign of her awareness of him, and she hoped he attributed it to exertion. She doubted he missed a single detail with that laser-sharp gaze. She’d always wondered whether he knew that the women called him the silver fox of Flatiron Five Fitness and guessed, from the little smile that curved his lips, that he just might. He was totally toned, no doubt because of all the time he spent at the club, and in better shape than a lot of the younger men who were members. Pierce was wearing a singlet and shorts, and she knew he’d come from the weightlifting room.

      He was usually there from eight to nine-thirty on Monday nights.

      Jacquie smiled. “You should know that I beat every contender tonight.” She was proud of that and knew it showed. Some of those who’d come to fight her were twenty years younger. “I’m on fire tonight!”

      His gaze slipped over her as surely as a touch and his smile heated her blood to a sizzle. “Thom said you had to have been looking for me.” He reached for a pair of gloves from the wall, watching her as he laced them on.

      Jacquie felt herself flush. “I didn’t think I was that obvious.”

      “Thom has great respect for your ability to remember all the details about the staff.” A smile lifted the corner of his mouth as his gaze darkened. “And I’m flattered.”

      “I’m starting to feel mortified.”

      “Don’t. I like that you’re direct. It tells me exactly where I stand and that’s a wonderful thing.”

      “Not if you’re not interested.”

      “But I am,” Pierce said softly, walking toward her with purpose. “I always have been. I just wasn’t sure the interest was reciprocated.” Their gazes locked and held and Jacquie was suddenly certain there wasn’t enough air in the studio. Her heart was racing, just from Pierce’s proximity—or maybe it was his steady perusal—and she felt taut in all the right places. He was so deliberate. She was sure that if he touched her—when?—he would do it slowly. Masterfully.

      She swallowed as he tightened the lace on his second glove. “Slow poke,” she charged without planning to do so.

      “The best things are worth waiting for.” He smiled then and she caught her breath at the way the expression softened his features. “Unless you’re impatient to get a piece of me?”

      Were his eyes twinkling? They were green, a clear green that seemed intense and perceptive. His lashes were dark and thick, a detail she hadn’t noticed when he wore his glasses.

      “Maybe I’ve been waiting for this match since you joined the club.”

      “It probably wouldn’t hurt to admit that I’ve been waiting for it, too.”

      “Because you need your butt kicked?”

      “Because I want to see you fight, up close and personal.”

      “Don’t imagine I won’t know if you let me win.”

      “Who said I’d let you win?”

      “Don’t even think it.”

      “I didn’t,” he replied with resolve and she hoped he was telling her the truth. “Thom did, but I told him it was a stupid idea.”

      “How so?”

      “You’d find out and make me pay for it. Better to get my ass kicked honestly.” He lifted a brow. “Or kick yours.”

      A fair fight then. That suited Jacquie perfectly.

      They circled each other in the middle of the studio, each planning their shot. Pierce was probably six inches taller than her, even though she was tall herself, and weighed a good forty pounds more. He had the advantage of size, but maybe she had speed on her side. They circled but he didn’t make a move, his eyes glittering in anticipation.

      Maybe he was old-school enough to think that ladies should go first.

      Maybe he thought she wouldn’t take the initiative.

      He was wrong about that.

      Jacquie punched, Pierce ducked; he made a quick strike and she spun out of the way; then the fight was on and there was only the challenge of winning. They played by the F5F rules: no targeting of elbows or knees, no groin shots or face shots. It was all about speed and agility, about technique—not about damaging the opponent.

      It was great. Fast and hard. Intense. He liked to make unexpected moves and defy convention, but so did Jacquie. His follow-through was exceptional and she paid attention to how he moved, knowing she could learn from him. She surprised him first when she caught his shoulder with a sudden strike of her left glove, setting him off balance.

      “Nice,” he said in tense admiration. “Ambidextrous?”

      “I try.”

      “You do well with it, especially when you hold it back. I won’t forget.”

      “I’d be surprised if you did.”

      His lips set in a hard line and his eyes glinted as he came back at her: if he’d ever planned to let her win, she’d dismissed that inclination.

      Good.

      They each made a quick sequence of blows then, and the match sped up. There was perspiration flying. They were both panting by the time Pierce spun quickly enough to surprise her. His first squarely-landed punch caught her in the gut and sent Jacquie backward toward the wall. She was glad that he wasn’t afraid to hit her. She came up fast to catch him under the chin, then twisted him around and swept his feet out from under him.

      Pierce went down on the mat, but came up fighting so quickly that he practically bounced. There was a resolve in his expression that Jacquie recognized well. He spun her into the wall but she ducked under his arm and away, attacking him from behind. He’d already moved and they circled each other again, then went at it. They fought all-out even as it became obvious that they were almost evenly matched.

      After twenty minutes, they were both panting and soaked with sweat.

      It was time to taunt him a little, maybe piss him off. People often made mistakes when they were provoked.

      “You have to be holding back,” Jacquie accused, hoping it wasn’t so.

      His grin caught her by surprise. “Maybe a little.” His gaze swept over her with admiration. “Maybe not as much as you think. You’re good.”

      “So are you.”

      “Maybe you’re the one holding back.”

      “Maybe I am,” Jacquie said, then ducked the blow he’d intended to be a surprise.

      She flipped him over, hearing his exhalation of laughter before he hit the mat, then he caught her around the knees with one leg and she fell down beside him. He rolled her to her back before she caught her breath, angling his weight over her and the world stopped cold.

      His eyes were so green.

      His mouth was so close.

      The hard heat of Pierce’s body pressed Jacquie into the mat and there was nowhere else she wanted to be. She could feel his heart pounding against her own chest and smell the musk of his skin. He was studying her, as if she was a miracle, as if he couldn’t learn enough. She watched his dark lashes sweep down as his gaze fell to her mouth. He inhaled sharply and might have moved away, but Jacquie stopped that.

      On impulse, she locked one arm around his neck and held him there. Pierce met her gaze, his own simmering, his every muscle taut. Even angled over her, he felt so good.

      So male.

      She shivered, deep down inside, and felt her body respond to his.

      Then she deliberately ran the tip of her tongue across her lips.

      Pierce swore under his breath, which astonished her, then he bent to brush his mouth across hers. His touch was tantalizing, a tease and a sample, a touch to leave her simmering. His gaze searched hers as he held himself over her and she realized that he was asking permission.

      Her heart thundered at that. The knowledge that he was a gentleman dismissed the last of her reservations.

      Jacquie rolled him to his back, and locked her mouth over his, claiming him with a kiss. Pierce didn’t hesitate. His arms closed around her like steel bands, and he welcomed her kiss. She had the sense that he was letting her have her way with him, which suited her just fine.

      The kiss was amazing. Potent. Persuasive. A promise of passion to come. It was hungry and demanding, as if they couldn’t get enough of each other, as if she hadn’t been the only one wanting this to happen. It was a kiss to dream on, one to keep her warm at night and fuel her fantasies, the kind of kiss she’d been needing for years, and Jacquie never wanted it to end.

      She sighed with satisfaction and Pierce rolled her to her back, crushing her against the mat as he feasted upon her mouth. He flung off one glove, his hand sliding down her chest, then back to cup her breast. He teased her nipple to a peak between his finger and thumb, just enough pressure to make her squirm. She arched her back and writhed beneath him, rubbing one leg over and around his own. She could feel the hard heat of him against her groin and rolled her hips in invitation.

      His hand eased beneath her tank top, and she caught her breath at the warm weight of his hand against her bare skin. She opened her eyes to find him watching her, then he broke their kiss. Those lashes swept down as he dropped his gaze, then swallowed as he watched his own hand slide beneath the elastic of her shorts. Jacquie closed her eyes at the progress of his fingertips across her belly, loving how purposeful he was. The club was quiet. No one would see or know.

      And she wanted him. She flung off her own glove and pushed her hand through his hair, kissing his ear, then drawing his mouth back to hers. She saw his mouth curve into a smile. She saw his eyes darken. She felt his fingertips slide lower and knew the moment he felt the dampness of her arousal. His eyes glittered and he bent lower to capture her mouth again.

      But her phone rang, the sound echoing loudly in the studio.

      Pierce lifted his head, his gaze locking on her bag against the far wall. Jacquie winced. The ringtone meant it was her youngest son, and if she didn’t pick up at this hour, he’d have all four of her kids trying to hunt her down.

      Shit.

      It was like they had radar.
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      “My son,” Jacquie said and Pierce rolled away from her, trying to both catch his breath and hide his reaction to those two words. Son? She had a son? He supposed it shouldn’t have been unexpected, but Jacquie didn’t wear a ring. He’d assumed that she was as single as he was.

      That didn’t mean she’d always been single, though, and it certainly didn’t mean she wouldn’t have kids. He felt like he’d overlooked a detail.

      The surprise didn’t stop him from watching her cross the studio to her bag and her phone. She moved like a panther, confident in her body’s power. She kissed like a goddess, and it was only human to wish they hadn’t been interrupted.

      Could they pick up where they’d left off after the call? Pierce wasn’t sure.

      A son. Did that mean she had a husband? He knew there were people who didn’t wear wedding rings, but he wouldn’t have thought she was one. She seemed conservative to him and he wondered why that was.

      It was the way she dressed. Practical but feminine.

      Was she divorced? Pierce shoved a hand through his hair, reminding himself that they were both adults. Jacquie wouldn’t have kissed him like she wanted to claim his soul if she was happily married.

      But what if his instinct was wrong?

      The fact was that he didn’t get involved with women who had other commitments. His relationships had been flings and one-nighters, with women just as unattached as he was. He’d assumed that they all liked the freedom as much as he did. Now he watched the concern in Jacquie’s expression and wondered.

      Was she worried about this son? How old was he? Had she chosen to have a son or had it just happened? What about the father? Even if she was divorced or separated, the father could still be in her life. That man should be, if they had a son together.

      Everything seemed suddenly...complicated.

      It wasn’t boring, though. The deluge of questions and uncertainties, his need for more information, was interesting. Family life was all new territory and Pierce itemized the possibilities and outstanding questions with his usual analytical ability and speed.

      He’d go a long way in this strange new land for another kiss like that one. It had sent a demand right through his body, an insistence for more that he couldn’t ignore. He was simmering as well as jangled, as far from his usual composure as possible.

      With just one kiss.

      Pierce felt alive, for the first time in a year, and the change was more than welcome.

      What would it be like to make love to Jacquie?

      He really wanted to find out.

      Even if there was a son.

      “No, Cole, I’m fine,” she said, apparently as oblivious to Pierce as he was fixed on her. “I just stayed to work out.” She laughed and shook her head, her voice filled with affection. “No, I’m not home yet, which is why I didn’t answer that phone. I’ll call you when I get there.” She paused to listen, a smile tugging at the corner of her luscious mouth. Pierce forced himself to look away, get up, brush himself off. He unlaced his other glove and took it off. Slowly. He didn’t want to leave.

      He didn’t want to eavesdrop, either, but he really wanted to know more.

      It had been a while since he’d felt conflicted about anything and that was interesting, too.

      “Give me an hour,” Jacquie said, then laughed a little as she shook her head. “Yes, an hour. An entire hour.” She listened for a minute. “Because I have to clean up, that’s why, then get all the way uptown.” She glanced toward Pierce and smiled, clearly expecting him to understand.

      He didn’t, not really. No one had checked on him in a long time. He hadn’t checked on anyone since he’d managed his team, and that had been about ensuring a mission’s success. He guessed that the son was protective of his mom, which was a nice thing. It was responsible. Pierce respected the impulse. How old was Jacquie’s son? Where was he? He was calling in and had expected her to be at her apartment, so he must not live with her.

      Maybe he lived with the father.

      Maybe he wasn’t a young child.

      “Why would I be in a hurry? It’s not that late.” Jacquie’s smile warmed Pierce all over again and it wasn’t even for him. “Look, Cole, I’ll call you then,” she said with patience. “Don’t get stirred up. Please. Everything is fine.” She paused, nodded, then spoke firmly. “I’m fine. You don’t need to launch an intervention. I’m the adult, remember. I’ll call you. Promise!” Then she ended the call and shook her head. “My kids think I can’t survive without them, which is kind of funny if you think about it.”

      “Kids?” Pierce echoed. She had more than one?

      “Four,” she confirmed with a shake of her head and he blinked. He had the urge to run, but fought against it and stayed. When Jacquie continued, he was glad he had. “All flown from the nest, though. I’m on my own again and it is strange.”

      Pierce was relieved. Her kids were adults. They wouldn’t walk in on anything. They didn’t live at home anymore, so they wouldn’t be demanding her attention. She was effectively single, just like him.

      Unless she was still with the father. Pierce wasn’t interested in even a fling with a married woman. He had principles.

      “Weird in a good way or a bad way?” he asked, gathering data.

      She shrugged. “Both. I was ready to have some privacy and looking forward to it, but now that they’re gone, the apartment feels too quiet.” She shuddered and spoke softly. “Filled with ghosts.”

      Pierce took encouragement from that. It seemed to imply that the father was gone. “You must have been a young mother,” he said, watching her closely.

      “I was, but thank you for that.” Jacquie laughed, her eyes dancing as she surveyed him. “I didn’t expect flattery.”

      “It’s not flattery, just an observation. They must be adults to have left home and you don’t look old enough to have four kids over eighteen.”

      “Thank you, but I am.” She smiled at him and he found himself watching her mouth. The air sizzled between them and he guessed that he wasn’t the only one remembering that kiss—or wanting another. “We married young.”

      We. Was the husband past tense? Pierce waited.

      Jacquie stepped closer as she counted them on her fingers. “Ashley is twenty-seven, and in LA; Brandon is twenty-five and lives in Seattle with his girlfriend; Maddy is in London, England, for a year with her work and is twenty-three; and my baby Cole at twenty-one is in Chicago at med school.”

      Pierce was even more relieved. Not only did they all live elsewhere, they lived far away. Maybe her kids weren’t that much of a complication.

      But the father. What had happened to him?

      Pierce couldn’t bring himself to ask. It seemed too personal a question, too intrusive. He could check the database of the city register once he got home. That wouldn’t be unreasonable.

      Jacquie was studying him while she redid her ponytail, her expression more serious. Pierce guessed that she was aware of his concerns. Had his reaction shown? He was usually good at remaining impassive, although he had been surprised. Maybe she was intuitive.

      “Do you have kids?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “No. Never married.” He sounded emphatic, but he didn’t care. He had no ties and she might as well know it.

      Jacquie smiled again. “That doesn’t necessarily mean you have no kids.”

      Pierce gave her an intent look. “For me it does.” If they differed in this view, he would walk away and forget that kiss.

      “Mitchell was like that, too.” Jacquie’s gaze was assessing. “My husband died when Cole was a baby. We married young, had kids quickly, then I ended up raising them on my own. It’s been twenty years.” She watched him, gauging his reaction, and must have seen his relief. “Or is that too much information?”

      Pierce smiled this time. “I think it’s exactly the right amount of information.”

      “That’s what I was hoping.”

      “It must have been hard,” he managed to say, having no idea what it would have been like.

      “Sometimes it was. I won’t lie about that.” She frowned a little. “And it was surprisingly lonely, being the only adult.” She looked him in the eye. “But now they’re building their own lives and I get to have fun again.”

      “Fun,” Pierce echoed.

      “Fun,” Jacquie said, those lips curving into a smile as she took a step closer. Their gazes locked and held, and he felt the temperature in the studio rise as she reached out and laid a fingertip across his mouth. “I’m sorry we were interrupted,” she murmured, her voice low and husky.

      “So am I.” Pierce took her fingertip into his mouth and sucked on the tip a little. He watched her inhale sharply as he grazed her skin with his teeth, but was keenly aware that he needed a shower. He caught her hand in his and pressed a kiss against her palm, holding her gaze all the while. She flushed, just a little, and her eyes brightened. “How about we meet in the lobby in fifteen minutes and pick up where we left off?”

      She shook her head a little. “I don’t want to neck in the lobby, Pierce.”

      “What do you want?”

      “Sex. What do you want?”

      Pierce found himself liking that she was prepared to tell him what she wanted. He admired people who were forthright, although he hadn’t met many women who were as direct as Jacquie. “That works for me.” They smiled at each other. “We could share a cab to wherever we decide to.”

      “I live uptown,” she said. “And I have to call in within the hour. My place?”

      “Your place,” he
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