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    Chapter One


    


    “Jessa? Are you even listening to me?”


    “Hmm?”


    A spring rain spattered against the massive windows flanking the fireplace in the formal living room. The water streaking down the long panes mingled with the pale afternoon light to cast intricate patterns of light and shadow on the bleached oak hardwood floors.


    “Aren’t you going to say anything, Jessa?”


    An abrupt variation in the light patterns revealed a custom blind on one of the second story windows was slightly askew. The flawed shadow made the high backed brocade sofa seem even less inviting. But it wasn’t meant to be inviting. You didn’t buy a six thousand dollar sofa because you wanted to sit on it.


    Jessa Kincaid looked up at her husband of nineteen years. What could she say? It wasn’t as if there were any decisions left to make. Will had made them already.


    “Is she a good fuck?” The crass word tripped off her tongue before she could stop it. It felt good.


    Will’s eyebrows lifted in mild surprise. She wondered if it was her choice of words or the question that surprised him most. For all that they’d been married since college, he really didn’t know her that well. But how could Will know her when she didn’t know herself?


    “Jessa, do you really want an answer to that?”


    “I wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t want to know.”


    He sighed and paused to gather his thoughts. Will Kincaid had been the other half of Jessa’s life for so many years she’d kind of forgotten what it was like not to have him around. He was good looking, in a businessman kind of way. She supposed he’d be attractive if you liked that kind of thing. Green eyes, light brown hair, wavy, thin on top and cropped short. In the beginning, his eyes had drawn her the most.


    But looking at him now, when he’d dropped a bombshell confession, the nicest thing Jessa could find to say about him was that he’d at least managed not to let his body go to fat. If he’d been fat, she doubted she’d have lasted nineteen years.


    Nineteen years. After so many years of being someone’s “other half,” was it any wonder she didn’t know who she was anymore?


    “At least she gets excited when I touch her.”


    Ah, the nail in the proverbial coffin of their relationship. It was undoubtedly true. A hazy mental picture of Will running his hands down the torso of some faceless woman drifted through her mind. A searing jolt of heat hit below her belly, shocking her.


    “What else?” Her voice sounded husky and she tried to clear her throat. She’d die before letting Will know his infidelity was more of a turn on than a betrayal.


    His eyes softened and shifted with guilt. Jessa hid a smile when she realized he mistook her arousal for pain.


    “You knew I was sleeping with her.”


    “Why do people say that?” she wondered out loud. “Seriously, how much sleeping do you really do with her? Just say what it is, Will. Fucking. You’re fucking her. And you probably like it. I’ll bet she’s damn good at sucking you off, too. Because we all know that’s what you like the most.”


    Jessa was satisfied to watch his face pale several shades.


    “Okay,” he drew the word out slowly. “Yes, she’s comfortable with oral sex.”


    “It’s called a blow job, Will. Honestly, you’d think you read this stuff in an encyclopedia.”


    Her nipples hardened beneath her thin silk blouse, but it had nothing to do with the anger she didn’t feel about a betrayal she didn’t care about. What was wrong with her? She should care. Will was her husband. He’d shocked her, certainly. Yes, shock, that’s all this was. Anything else was…was just wrong.


    “Ginny wants me to move in before summer is too far gone. With her kids out of school, it will be a good time for me to get to know them.”


    Jessa turned away, absently picking up a pillow from the armchair and fluffing it. “Well, isn’t that convenient.”


    “You can’t tell me you didn’t see this coming, Jessa. I can’t remember the last time you put forth any effort in the bedroom.”


    A nasty undertone in his voice made her flinch. Will’s jaw leapt as he ground his teeth and ran restless fingers through his hair. He was fighting for control.


    She unconsciously held her breath, keeping the chair between her and Will. His temper had always been there beneath his nickel-slick executive exterior, waiting for Jessa to anger him just enough that he could no longer contain it. But she hadn’t goaded him to anger in years. She kept her head down like a good girl and did everything a proper society wife was supposed to do. But oddly enough, his last accusation had been altogether true. He couldn’t remember the last time she put effort into their sex life because she’d never put any effort into it. Why bother?


    He smoothed the hair he’d mussed just seconds earlier. His good sense seemed to take over his bad temper, and his eyes roved the living room before drifting toward the foyer and rooms beyond. “Jessa, I’d like you to have the house. Ginny’s place is big enough for us. And we don’t want to uproot the kids.”


    Ah, of course. Ginny’s darling children. A jolt hit Jessa’s midsection and she fought for her mask of indifference. His casual words downplayed something that had consistently reared its ugly head between them since the early years of their marriage.


    “Is this really about our sexual incompatibility, Will? Am I really that awful in bed?”


    Whatever he’d been about to articulate never made it out of his mouth. He was obviously trying to decide how much he should say out loud. “It isn’t that.”


    “Then what is it?”


    He shrugged, “It’s hard to put into words.”


    “Try.”


    “You’re very inhibited. You don’t want to try anything new.”


    Jessa was taken aback. She’d always figured trying new things fell under the heading of inappropriate sluttiness. And Will, selfish as he was, knew nothing about the wild thoughts that sometimes ran rampant through her mind.


    “Is that it?”


    “You seem bored,” he offered.


    “I am.” Jessa was more surprised by this admission than he was. That was the truth behind her self-repression. She was bored by sex. It was messy, inconvenient, and generally unsatisfying. It didn’t seem to matter what they did. It all ended up the same way. She laid there and he shot a wad of cum into her unresponsive body.


    “Does Ginny like foreplay?” Jessa felt compelled to ask.


    “Uh, yeah, I guess she does.”


    “Oh.”


    “I mean, didn’t you?”


    It was her turn to shrug. “Not really.”


    Jessa said it knowing that it wasn’t the foreplay she didn’t like. She’d always held the belief that foreplay was what you made of it. And Will’s idea of foreplay was the systematic use of her body to get him excited. That just didn’t do it for Jessa.


    “Look, Jessa, I need to get back to the hotel…”


    She waved her arms to encompass the living room. “You don’t even want to stay in this house anymore?”


    “It isn’t like we’ve enjoyed each other’s company lately, Jessa. The hotel is closer to the airport.” He glanced down uncomfortably. “It’s a holiday weekend, anyway, and Ginny didn’t want me to, uh, stay here anymore.”


    She laughed. She couldn’t help it. She laughed hard, until the tears ran down her face and smeared her eye makeup beyond repair. He’d been screwing Ginny for ten months. His job, that six-figure job he’d always said was the milestone they needed to reach financial security, made it easy for him. Will was one hundred percent travel. He flew out on Monday morning, spent Monday through Thursday night with Ginny and the darling children. And then flew home on Fridays. She’d known what was going on all that time. He’d told her. He’d claimed there was no need to lie about it. As far as he and his buddies were concerned, infidelity was the price of marrying a rich man. So Jessa, dutiful wife and helpmate, had figured it was some kind of mid life crisis thing he’d get over sooner or later.


    Apparently, she was wrong. Way, way wrong.


    Will crossed the living room, entered the foyer, and headed for the bedroom. Jessa followed, watching him pull two suitcases from a shelf and place them on the padded bench inside the walk-in closet.


    So used to doing the necessary without being asked, Jessa wordlessly removed his starched business shirts from their hangers and began to fold them neatly. The rhythm of the familiar activity set in, and she gathered matching socks and boxer shorts before realizing what she was doing.


    Did words like “helpmate” and “duty” even cover something so fundamentally disturbing? If you loved a man, could you help him pack his clothing to leave you for another woman? Did she love him? Or was it all just a habit?


    It hurt a little more when he started packing personal items he apparently didn’t want to leave behind. But Jessa said nothing. There was nothing left to say. It was over. And maybe it had already been over long before he’d dropped the bombshell.


    “I’ll call when I get to Richmond tomorrow.”


    “Why?”


    His face went blank. Had they really become such a habit? Was Jessa nothing more than the obligatory phone call?


    She turned away from him and left their…her bedroom, pausing beside the floral arrangement in the foyer. She heard him do the same, the rollers of his suitcase trundling across the marble floor behind her and stopping at the front door.


    The fleur-de-lis pattern in the glass scattered rainbow colors across the muted black of Will’s Gucci suitcases when he swung the door open. Jessa crossed her arms and swallowed a lump that had somehow become lodged in her throat.


    It struck her then that there were no good words in the English language for this kind of goodbye. She couldn’t even be certain what kind of goodbye it was. After nineteen years, it was more a dissolution of a partnership than the ending of a marriage. They’d never been an affectionate couple to begin with.


    “Take care of yourself, Jessa,” Will said quietly.


    “I’ll be fine.”


    “Don’t worry about money. I’ll handle the bills, at least for the summer. You need to get a lawyer. Have him contact Chase. They should have the papers worked out in no time.”


    “What about Marissa?” Jessa wondered idly how she was going to pay her housekeeper.


    Will slanted Jessa a look that made her feel equal parts embarrassed and pitied. “I already let Marissa go. I think you can probably manage to cook and clean up after yourself. If you’re careful, you might not even have to get a job.”


    Wow. Jessa couldn’t imagine how Will’s opinion of her had slid so low over the years.


    Funny, but she’d not once thought of employment before that moment. She’d been an entitled homemaker for so many years that Jessa had no idea what she was still capable of doing to earn her own funds. A career in charity events planning seemed unlikely, though that was what she’d spent the last sixteen years doing. She’d never finished her fine arts degree. After marrying Will, it had seemed pointless.


    Will shifted back and forth on his feet. A short man dressed in the impeccable black uniform of Will’s favorite car service loaded the suitcases into the trunk of the Lincoln. A strange sort of half smile crept onto his face before Will climbed into the backseat and nodded to the driver. The sleek black car exited the driveway and it was over.


    Jessa watched until they were out of sight, her body numb with shock. After all that had just happened, it had been obvious what Will was thinking. He’d wanted to kiss her. Despite the fact that he was leaving her for another woman who was supposedly his heart’s desire, he wanted to plant one last kiss on Jessa’s lips to say some kind of sick goodbye. The bastard.


    But she’d have been lying if she’d claimed she didn’t want him to. Jessa had her own reasons for wishing they’d had that last kiss. Will had wanted closure. Jessa just wanted to prove one last time that she didn’t give a rat’s ass who he fucked or whether or not he stayed with her.

  


  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Two


    


    She couldn’t stay at the house after he left. Just being inside was stifling. The memories were suffocating. And she was nowhere near ready to sort through them yet. Jessa wanted to get away. The whole world was moving on without her. She was being left behind. Will had his new piece of ass and Ginny’s kids had their new dad. Everybody but Jessa had a new life.


    She climbed into the car she rarely drove and headed downtown. Jessa wanted to go somewhere different, far away from the Club or the trendy Galleria. Somewhere normal that didn’t have valet parking or personal shoppers. She needed to walk, to move. It was a desperate effort to stay ahead of the weighty thoughts that were threatening to take her down.


    The late spring afternoon was chilly. It had stopped raining but the sunlight was too pale to offer much heat and the wind was biting. Walking past a wide, plate glass window, Jessa caught sight of her reflection.


    Her feet stopped, eyes riveted to the glass. She didn’t know the person in the glass, hadn’t known her for years. She certainly wasn’t who she’d set out to become. But does anyone become that person?


    She’d married young, too young. Jessa had been nineteen and pregnant. Looking back, she couldn’t be sure they had wanted to get married. But there hadn’t seemed to be any other options worth considering at the time. She hadn’t realized that being a single parent was possible, if not easy.


    Then fate had played the final joke on the both of them when Jessa miscarried in her second trimester.


    They had struggled for five or six years to get Will through school, trying to start a family, but suffering through two more miscarriages instead. She’d be hard pressed to pinpoint the exact moment in the following hard-as-hell years when she’d realized she didn’t love Will. It wasn’t as if there’d been a particular fight or upheaval that had severed their feelings toward one another. At least not for her, though Jessa suspected his reasoning was much easier to nail down. Will wanted a family. Ginny had one. And that was something Jessa’s body seemed incapable of providing for him.


    The sex had died a quiet death sometime after the second miscarriage. Jessa had known Will was fucking other women. The scent of them lingered on his clothes. And she’d learned to interpret the strange feeling in her belly as some kind of premonition that he was slamming his cock into someone else.


    But it never bothered her.


    She hadn’t wanted him. And she wasn’t even sure she ever really had. They’d had a good time in college. She’d been naive, just a freshman. It had been all about experimenting. Trying to find out what worked and what she liked. Jessa had never meant it to be her only foray into a physical relationship. Now she was back at square one.


    Or was she? She had to have gained something worth having over the last nineteen years. Depression and insecurity were hard companions to live with, but Jessa’s figure hadn’t changed much over the years thanks to the Club’s fitness programs. She’d never been comfortable with her body. Most of the couples she and Will associated with were picture perfect. Jessa wasn’t. Nothing about her fit the mold of tall, narrow-waisted, slim-hipped and big-breasted. In fact, Jessa had often been told growing up that she was “big boned,” something that had contributed to a lack of confidence and experience that had landed her in Will’s bed to begin with. At least she was all original, and that was something that couldn’t usually be said about the country club set.


    Her face hadn’t changed much, either. Freckles be damned, Jessa was too fond of being outdoors to worry about the sprinkling she had across her nose. Eyes, kind of a nondescript hazel color. And the hair…Jessa’s medium brown hair was possibly the most annoying thing on the planet.


    It was straight. In fact, her hair was so straight as to be the polar opposite of curly. Jessa was the bane of her trendy hairdresser. Every appointment was spent listening to the man mutter incomprehensible French oaths, so Jessa had found reasons to cancel for the last six months. Unattended for that long, her hair had grown halfway down her back in one long, solid mass.


    “Excuse me, ma’am?”


    Jessa was still standing motionless in front of the plate glass window. She vaguely wondered how long she’d been loitering in front of the store while trying to assess her personal worth.


    “Can I help you find anything?”


    “Find anything?”


    Standing about five feet away in front of a doorway, the spunky clerk propped her hands on her hips and cocked her head to one side. There was only one way to describe her. Attitude incarnate.


    She looked like a Gothic princess. Her long hair was dyed black and hung in ponytails on either side of her head with a great expanse of bangs framing her pale face. Dark black lines emphasized her huge blue eyes and her full dark red lips were set in a quirky smile. A tiny diamond stud decorated her nose, and what appeared to be a studded dog collar was cinched around her neck.


    Her clothes fascinated Jessa. A dark purple corset top accented a waist narrow enough to make even the country club queen envious. The garment had barely enough fabric to cover the nipples of the full breasts bobbing over its top. And her pleated black pinstriped miniskirt was so short Jessa could’ve sworn she could see the hint of purple bows decorating the tops of the girl’s fishnet stockings.


    She wore combat boots.


    The clerk waved a set of black fingernails toward the window and smiled. “You’ve been staring at the window display for like, ten minutes. I just wondered if there was something you wanted a closer look at.”


    Still shell shocked by the Gothic Princess’s royal attire, Jessa hadn’t noticed where she was standing. Eyes darting around, her gaze settled in petrified horror on the words etched in gold on the door. She’d drifted to a stop directly in front of the porn store!


    Ambiguously named Accessories and More, the store was located in a strip of Old Town buildings built of natural brick and stone. The window displayed some of the sexiest lingerie she’d ever clapped eyes on.


    Instantly intrigued, Jessa fought the urge to satisfy her curiosity and go inside. God knew how long she’d been standing in front of the window. Who would know if she went inside and took just a peek at the merchandise?


    But people like her didn’t go into those places. She was a member of the Rotary and the Garden Club! She was supposed to be above stuff like porn. In fact, Jessa was so far above porn, she was above sex too.


    Jessa fought the rebellious twists and turns of her mind. Was it really about the store or what was in it? Was it even about sex? No. It was about control. Jessa had spent years honing the ability to control her mind and her body and make them do exactly what she wanted. There was no room for spontaneity or lack of self-control in Jessa’s world. Only weak people gave in to their base natures. People like that couldn’t get through the day without an orgasm. They needed sex. It ruled them. Lack of control was why the average male required more than one woman to keep him occupied. Jessa wasn’t like that.


    “Ma’am?”


    “I was just passing by, that’s all.”


    The Princess tilted her head, ponytail shifting to reveal an ear chock-full of silver studs. “C’mon, don’t tell me you’re too chicken to come in here and have a look.”


    Jessa knew the jibe for what it was and still couldn’t stop herself from taking the bait. “Chicken?”


    One black painted nail tapped her dark red lips. “I think I know what you need.”


    “You know what I need?” Jessa couldn’t keep the sarcasm from her voice.


    “Even good girls like you need to have fun.”


    Her words tapped into something deep inside Jessa. “Well, what about that? What sizes do you have?”


    The Princess offered a gap toothed grin. “Come on in and I’ll check for you.”


    Stepping inside that store was like walking from one planet to another. Jessa could feel the blush from the roots of her hair to her toes.


    It was everywhere!


    One whole wall was covered, floor to ceiling, with DVD’s for sale. The covers showed graphic pictures of men and women fornicating in more positions than Jessa knew existed.


    “What size are you, ma’am?”


    “Huh?” Jessa ripped her gaze from the DVD collection. “I’m a ten, or maybe a twelve…if your sizes run small I might try a fourteen. D.”


    Gothic Princess grinned. “I’ll put a few choices in the dressing room. They’ll be waiting whenever you’re ready.”


    “Thank you,” Jessa murmured, distracted.


    Jessa should’ve gone and hid in the fitting room for an appropriate amount of time. It would’ve been easy to make some lame excuse about the stuff not fitting right and then get the hell out of there. But she didn’t.


    She wanted a closer look. The rack at the front was full of…crap, they were cocks! They were made of every material imaginable and came in every color of the rainbow. She stared. It was beyond endurance not to. They looked nothing like the limp excuse for a dick Jessa had seen every night during the years of her marriage.


    Big ropy veins creased their smooth surfaces. The rounded heads were broad and blunt, made to press into a woman and spread her wide. Most looked big enough to rip a vagina in two. It was hard not to wonder if it was actually possible to fit one of those inside without pain involved. Before she had a chance to rethink the action, her hand snaked out and pulled one off the shelf.


    In her eagerness, Jessa carelessly knocked another box to the floor. She bent and retrieved it. The front showed a picture of a gorgeous, busty blonde woman. She was wearing some kind of harness around her lower half. Jessa squinted, trying to make sure she was seeing things right.


    It was an actual strap-on!


    The contraption lived on in infamy around housewife circles. Most of her cronies at the good ole’ country club had never seen, let alone used, one. A wave of damp heat flared between her legs. Jessa clamped them together and tried not to squirm. The friction was doing strange things to her body. Sucking in a deep breath, she fought for control of her mind.


    But she couldn’t control the part of her brain that wanted to know what it was like to buckle the cock around her waist and fuck pussy like a man.


    The brutal direction of her thoughts rattled Jessa on the inside. She’d said something similar to Will about fucking. She hadn’t thought of it in those terms since college, when words like “fuck” and “pussy” had made her feel wild and daring. What kind of a word was “pussy” anyway? And why did the thought of it make something wrench inside her womb? Was she secretly considering a future as a Lesbian?


    But that hadn’t ever appealed to Jessa. Not really. As much as she secretly enjoyed the sight of another woman naked, the idea of one of those fake cocks in real form was too enticing.


    Dildo still in hand, Jessa headed for the dressing room.


    “I can put that up front for you, ma’am.”


    The Gothic Princess again. Jessa gladly handed her the dildo. If she wasn’t carrying it around it wouldn’t feel as if she intended to buy it.


    Slanting a look beneath her lashes at the smiling sales clerk, Jessa wondered how much of the merchandise she was intimately familiar with. It was hard not to imagine the Gothic Princess using some or all of the products carried in the store. Did she do it alone? Or was she with someone else? How many tricks or skills had she learned on the job?


    Another forbidden thought, this one ten times more taboo than the first: the Gothic Princess splayed out against the front counter, bent over, pin-stripe mini up around her tiny waist, some muscular hunk pumping into her from behind.


    That was enough! It was time to get a grip on her unruly thoughts. Without another look at the Gothic Princess, Jessa shut the door and retreated to the faux safety of the dressing room. It was huge. Obviously meant for two.


    The paper-thin walls were painted black. A violently orange cushioned bench stretched the length of the back wall. How many people had tried on lingerie, only to end up on that bench after finding out how quickly they could get it off?


    Sensible knit dress pants and button-down blouse hit the floor in an unceremonious heap. She reached for the fourteen. A size twelve hadn’t fit since before the Twinkie binge nearly four years before.


    The black leather bustier was tight. Jessa sandwiched her body in and zipped up the front. Her breasts bulged out over the top, cleavage enough that she was in danger of drowning in it.


    Her standard white cotton panties looked ridiculous under the matching garter belt but she tried it on anyway. A strange sensation settled into the pit of her stomach. Mouth dry, she lifted her eyes to the mirror. Needless to say, Jessa liked the reflection. Maybe even a little too much.


    Breasts lifted, waist trimmed, hips a soft flare. She looked…alluring. Maybe it was the freaky lighting in that place, but her eyes shifted from brown to green and her hair burnished to a honey color. Several of the long strands slid forward over her shoulders, resting against the curve of one breast.


    Oh my God.


    She bought everything, even adding a pair of stockings and a black leather thong. She didn’t have any intention of actually wearing the stuff. It was just one of those things to have in the closet. A just-in-case thing. In case of what, she hadn’t a clue. But Jessa was lying to herself anyway, so it didn’t matter.


    “Put it on this, please.” Jessa handed the Gothic Princess Will’s platinum MasterCard.


    The machine beeped when the magnetic strip slid through the reader. Jessa was just savoring the fact that she’d charged over three hundred dollars on Will’s business credit card at a porn store when the Gothic Princess threw her a curveball.


    “Do you want to put this purchase toward your frequent buyer program, Ms. Kincaid?”


    The shock of that question penetrated even the lingering numbness of Will’s desertion. Jessa managed a curt nod before pulling her lower lip into her mouth and biting it until the acute discomfort overcame her shock.


    Another bombshell, this time dropped from afar. Frequent buyer? If Will’s card was already in their system, it could only mean one thing. Will had been a customer. And from the sound of it, he’d been a frequent customer.

  


  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Three


    


    Jessa wadded up the bag from Accessories and More and stuffed it into her Coach handbag. Slinging it over her shoulder, she continued her walk down the street. The wind chilled her to the bone, but Jessa didn’t mind. Any sensation was preferable to the emptiness Will’s rejection had left in its wake.


    It wasn’t fair. She hadn’t done anything wrong. In fact, she’d spent nineteen years killing herself with the transformation into perfect wife. She’d swallowed more pride than she’d ever thought possible. Not to mention all of the boring meetings, events, and functions she’d muddled through.


    And at the end of it all, what had those people and that life ever done for her? Nothing. They condoned Will and his decision. She was nothing but yesterday’s girl.


    Windows painted over in black gave way to a set of heavy wooden double doors. Neon beer signs flanking the doors announced that it was some kind of bar. Jessa didn’t need to see the name to know it wasn’t the kind of bar she should go into. Women like Jessa didn’t go to bars, much less unaccompanied in the middle of the afternoon. Whatever.


    “Fuck them,” Jessa muttered before grabbing the handle and hauling the heavy doors open.


    Once inside, the doors slammed shut with an ominous thud. It took several moments for Jessa’s eyes to become accustomed to the dim interior. Once they did, she realized there wasn’t much to see in the entrance. It was a lot of drab tile flooring and some kind of cage blocking the rest of her view. She spun to get a better look.


    “I’ll need to see some ID.”


    The sound reverberated throughout her body like a sonic boom. Turning, she found herself face to chest with the owner of the voice. His tree-trunk legs were encased in well-fitting black cargo pants. The material was snug at the hips and clung almost obscenely in the crotch area. The soft blue cotton blend shirt stretched taut across what could’ve only been a perfect washboard stomach. His biceps and broad shoulders tested the confines of the material. And his sleeves were rolled to the elbows to showcase a massive set of forearms corded with muscle and dusted with downy black hair.


    She chanced a look up and was almost sorry. A body like that deserved an angelic face and long flowing locks. But his head was clean shaven, jaw set in iron, lips thinned, his nose aristocratic beneath deep-set eyes as black as night. His gaze looked like a glimpse at the pit of hell. It was positively unnerving. He was hard, masculine beyond any feminine daydream, and about as approachable as a demon.


    “ID? Are you serious?”


    It had been long years since someone had carded Jessa for anything. It should’ve been flattering. But in order to grab her ID, she was going to have to open her purse. And stuffed inside that rather large handbag was a plain white bag emblazoned with the words Accessories and More. She did not care to show him what kind of items she’d been shopping for recently.


    “Am I serious?” His voice slid an octave. It turned from gravel to velvet in no more than one breath. A wry smile tugged at one corner of his mouth, turning his lips from thin to generous. The effect was amazing. He went from unforgiving to basely sexual in three words.


    Her mouth went dry and her brain scrambled to regain control. It was all about control. Control, and how she couldn’t seem to keep a grip on it.


    She became abruptly aware of his scent. Previously lingering below her radar, a swiftly indrawn breath brought the spicy masculine aroma tinged with sandalwood soap to her attention. The hair on the back of her neck stood on end.


    His big hand lifted, thumbing at a sign hanging on the cage denying entrance to anyone underage. Jessa wavered. It was one thing to thumb her nose at convention and enter the bar. Somehow, it seemed more damning to pull out her wallet and flash her ID.


    Deciding it would be worse to run with her tail between her legs, she slid one hand into the bag and rooted around for her wallet. It was tricky to get the wallet free without pulling anything else out. Jessa half expected he knew what she was up to. But nobody mentioned it, and acute relief washed over her when she handed him her driver’s license.


    He looked it over and then lifted his black eyes. “Enjoy yourself, Jessa.”


    It was impossible not to watch his lips form her name. Jessa. The slide and play turned them soft and pliant. She had the insane urge to suck his full lower lip into her mouth, lick its surface, and kiss him until she was out of breath.


    She briefly wondered if she’d gone insane when a dizzying spurt of molten silk between her legs caught her by surprise. A tiny gasp escaped before she could choke it back. He smiled. He knew what he’d done with his voice. His eyes said as much.


    She snatched her ID from his hand and stuffed the wallet back inside her purse. Looking everywhere else but at him, she headed for the bar.


    It was no time to slump back against the bar and fan herself like some hormonal teen, though that’s exactly what Jessa felt like doing. Instead, she scraped up some self-respect and pretended everything was fine. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t had ample practice doing that over the last nineteen years.


    “What can I get for you?”


    It didn’t take Jessa long to decide. She was already so far outside the parameters of normal, she had nothing left to lose. “An Irish car bomb.”


    The bartender’s left eyebrow arched high, and he chuckled. “A lady with taste.”


    There was a moment to collect her thoughts while she waited for the drink. It was hard to believe her life had been utterly unexciting less than twelve hours ago. Only that morning, she’d gotten up with the alarm clock, fixed breakfast for herself, and hurried off to help plan a charity dinner auction. How was it possible to go from charity housewife to chic-in-a-bar carrying porn-in-a-bag in less than one day?


    The facts were obvious. Will left for Ginny. Not really a big surprise. Jessa was okay with that. They were getting a divorce after nineteen years of marriage. She was okay with that, too. But everything else definitely fell under the heading of not okay.


    Women like Jessa didn’t ask explicit questions. They didn’t dwell on inappropriate behavior and lewd conduct. She shouldn’t have gone into a store like Accessories and More. And she had no business sitting at a bar drinking car bombs in the middle of the day.


    Or was all that just a cop out? Deep down, if she were brutally honest, Jessa knew she’d see things differently. Thoughts of rebellion had littered her entire married life. But Jessa had always been one to sit and stew about it, hoard her rebellious desires and examine them privately behind closed doors. Now, it was almost as if the situation with Will had ripped her inhibitions away and dragged her into the open.


    Jessa wasn’t entirely certain she was comfortable with that.


    The arrival of her drink interrupted her self-recrimination. “One Irish car bomb,” the blue-eyed bartender said with a wink. “If you manage to drink that properly, I’ll give you two more for free.”


    A challenge? It had been years since Jessa had spent time in a bar, before Will, before marriage, before she’d settled down and become a grown up. Jessa lifted first the Guinness, then the shot glass, and sniffed. The complex combination was deep, dark, with a hint of sweetness. A lot like the man at the door.


    Breathing deeply, she dropped the shot of mingled Baileys and Jameson into the Guinness and inhaled them both as fast as she could swallow. The Guinness was thick, but the Baileys and Jameson turned the flavor to chocolate by the time her tongue registered the taste. Slamming the glass down on the bar, Jessa swiped her mouth with the back of her hand.


    “Two more it is, then.”


    “You’re trying to get me drunk on purpose,” she accused. “I didn’t think bartenders were supposed to do that.”


    He plunked another car bomb down on the bar. “This is an old-fashioned kind of place. We encourage drunkenness.”


    The obsidian-tinted Guinness gleamed in the dim light, and a grin kicked up the corners of Jessa’s mouth. “Well, bottoms up to you, then.”


    The second one went down just as easily as the first. Without another word, the bartender set a third drink on the bar and hustled off to help another customer. Jessa took the opportunity to grab a second look at him. He had blue eyes, tousled blonde hair with a touch of curl and a beautifully proportioned body. The guy was kind of hot. Not that it should matter, not that it did. Jessa wasn’t in the market for another man. She wasn’t even certain she was sorry she’d been dumped by the first one.


    The colors around her swirled, glistening as her vision first hazed and then became sharper. The room noise began to blur and the first pangs of a good buzz slipped down her spine. More people entered the bar. The music seemed loud, but wasn’t. It took a moment for Jessa to realize that the pounding in her ears was the sound of blood pumping through her veins.


    Safely tucked into a corner of the bar, she secretly reveled in the opportunity to observe everyone else. They looked comfortable, like regulars of some sort. Most were locked into the age-old dance of courting. They teased and flirted as if they had nothing else to do with their lives.


    Several couples garnered immediate attention, one in particular. They were bolder than the rest and had managed to find an out-of-the-way corner. The woman was beautiful, her lithe body athletic with taut young breasts and a rounded backside. The guy seemed to appreciate it. His hands reached around to squeeze the globes of her ass, earning a gasping giggle. She nibbled her way up his neck, breathing in his ear and whispering something. Maybe an invitation?


    They moved farther into the corner. Jessa shifted on her barstool, her eyes straining to follow every move. He transferred the girl from his bulging biceps onto one of the tables. Big hands settled on her thighs. Their lips molded together. His hands slid her miniskirt out of the way.


    Heat flushed Jessa’s body from every pore. Bright red patches bloomed on her cheeks before creeping down her neck. She tried to turn her head and found she could not. Her eyes were glued to the scene, to the sight of his hands on the woman’s flesh as they slid closer and closer to the apex of her thighs.


    The strap of the woman’s camisole top slid down. A shoulder and half her right breast slipped into view. One rose colored nipple peaked beneath the Lycra material before pushing its way into the open. The man’s mouth closed around the taut bud. His tongue slid lovingly over its delicately textured surface. Jessa’s own nipples beaded into hard little points beneath her silk blouse. The woman gasped again and Jessa inhaled sharply. Hot arousal pooled in Jessa’s belly as the woman’s hands fumbled with the man’s zipper and released his hard cock.


    Jessa clenched her teeth to stifle a cry as the man spread his lover’s legs and positioned himself at her entrance. Was no one going to stop this display? How could these people fling propriety to the winds and fornicate in public?


    A soft cry reached Jessa’s ears as the man buried his cock to the hilt in the woman’s body. Even from across the room their mutual tension was visible in their beaded sweat and facial expressions. The table squeaked, blatantly thumping against a tall column with each stroke. A low hum grew louder as the man gave voice to the intense pleasure of the joining.


    Seconds later, the woman’s high pants joined his low baritone and the tension shifted. Awed, Jessa could only stare in rapt fascination as the man gave three final thrusts. Each brutal assault earned a broken cry from his lover’s lips until the woman wrapped her legs around his waist and flung herself back in what could only be the abandonment of climax.


    He groaned, one hand braced against the table, no doubt pouring his seed into his lover’s welcoming body. The primal act sent chills racing down Jessa’s spine. Had she ever once seen such a display of basic instinct?


    No. In that moment, Jessa’s third-party involvement had been far more consuming than any participation ever had been.


    Jessa’s cheeks flamed crimson with embarrassment. The sense of epiphany was replaced almost instantly with total embarrassment. Was she the only once to notice the scene playing out in the dark corner? A furtive glance around didn’t reveal anybody else paying attention. But a lump settled in the pit of her stomach when her eyes locked with the doorman’s.


    He knew. His blatant, sexy as hell stare said as much. The effect of that knowledge was devastating. Jessa’s body was already heavy with need from watching the couple screwing in the shadows. Her nipples were painfully hard beneath her shirt. An empty sensation radiated from between her legs and her own juices were soaking the sensible scrap of white cotton between her legs. She was fighting a completely inappropriate desire to slip her hand between her thighs and find relief in a swift orgasm. And he knew it.


    His big body was tense. Corded muscle rippled beneath soft caramel toned skin. A massive erection strained against the soft black material of his pants. Sweat beaded on his full upper lip. As if reading her thoughts, he pulled his lip into his mouth, sucking off the moisture. Jessa’s pussy clenched tightly and the primal urge to mate became almost too much to bear.


    His gaze never wavered. Eyes blacker than a night in hell held hers until she was certain some kind of electromagnetic energy flowed between them.


    “You’ve still got a drink there in front of you.”


    Forcing a bright smile to her face, Jessa tried to remember that she was not a common whore out for a night on the town.


    “I’m sorry,” she cleared her throat and forcefully reined in her lusty thoughts. “I was just taking a break. I didn’t want to fall asleep right here at the bar.”


    He laughed. “I’m Alex Dalesio, by the way. Don’t worry about falling asleep. I’ll keep an eye out for you and wake you before the night is through.”


    Alex grabbed a couple of draft beers for another customer and then headed back in her direction. It was almost as if he were hitting on her. The thought was flattering.


    “You’re busy awfully early tonight, even for a Friday,” Jessa commented, looking around.


    He jerked his head toward a help-wanted sign on the mirror behind the bar. “We’re shorthanded.”


    “I need a job.” The words were out before she could rethink the urge to say them.


    “Seriously?”


    Jessa nodded.


    “You ever wait tables before?”


    “In a bar? No.”


    He looked disappointed.


    “In a restaurant with a bar? Yes.”


    “You’re hired.”


    She blinked in semi drunken surprise. “Don’t you have to ask your boss or something first?”


    Alex shrugged. “Connor!”


    The world slowed to a crawl as Jessa watched the doorman turn around. He glanced at her for several seconds before heading in their direction.


    “What’s up?” His deep voice rolled like distant thunder.


    “I hired a waitress.”


    “Really.”


    Not a statement. Not a question. Connor’s eyes roved over Jessa as if he were removing every stitch of clothing from her body. Her skin heated, tingled, and then caught fire. Creamy juice instantly flooded Jessa’s crotch and she practically panted with sexual frustration she hadn’t realized she possessed.


    “Yeah,” Alex turned to Jessa. “Sorry…I didn’t catch your name.”


    “Jessa,” Connor said before she could stammer an answer.


    The name dripped off his tongue as it had before. He couldn’t have gotten more of a visceral reaction from her if he’d reached down and fingered her vagina right there in front of Alex. Jessa wanted him to yank her panties to her knees, throw her against the bar and fuck her senseless.


    A wave of mortification hit her hard. What had happened to sweet Jessa Kincaid? In one afternoon she’d shopped at a porn store, drunk car bombs in a dirty bar in the middle of the afternoon, watched a lewd display of public indecency, and now she was lusting after a dangerous-looking man she didn’t know. If looks portrayed anything, he was probably nothing more than a common thug.


    “All right, Connor?” Alex prodded.


    Connor’s eyes roved over her body again, lingering over hips and breasts. “S’okay with me. Start tomorrow; we open up around noon.”


    Jessa managed to nod her head, but nothing more. She practically melted into a puddle on the floor before Connor swung his big body around and gracefully headed back to his post.


    What kind of man was he? Never in her life had she met someone so utterly confident. Jessa hadn’t known that earthbound males were born with that kind of charisma. It was as if Connor were some otherworldly entity. A fallen angel, perhaps?


    “He takes some getting used to,” Alex offered. “But he’s a great friend, and a good boss.”


    “Sure,” she managed hoarsely.


    “Plus, he’s intimidating as hell at the door.”


    “So, he’s the…owner?”


    “Yep.”


    Jessa blinked several times in quick succession, trying to come up with another question to keep Alex talking about Connor. Common thugs didn’t typically masquerade as small business owners. It made for an intriguing combination.


    “Don’t worry about it. You’ll be in good hands with us, Jessa.”


    Her fuzzy mind concocted all sorts of meanings for that particular promise.


    Alex sat a tall mug of Guinness down on the bar. “Now, let’s see if you can drink it solo.”


    “You are trying to get me drunk, aren’t you?”


    “Nah, I’ve just got to see what my waitress is made of.”


    “Right.”


    The mug was cool against her warm hands. She inhaled the earthy essence of the Guinness and pondered the merits of forgetting all her troubles for at least one evening. It wasn’t as if Will were spending his evening lamenting the change in their marital status. Why should she?


    


    * * *


    


    The smooth surface of the mahogany bar was cool beneath Jessa’s cheek. Her head felt strangely light, as if gravity had been momentarily shut off. A few experimental blinks proved Jessa still had eyes. But the soft interior lighting seemed harsh after the pitch black of her eyelids. The music had wound down to a lazy country western tune about guys who leave their wives. It was disgustingly apropos. Perhaps that was when you knew you had hit rock bottom, when your life could be summed up in one cheesy western ballad.


    The whisk of a terry cloth bar towel alerted Jessa to Alex’s presence a few feet away. The drone of the jukebox drowned out any other bar noise. Peanuts mingled with the scent of beer and cigarette smoke. All were underscored by something strangely familiar.


    Both invigorating and seductive, it was vaguely enticing to her addled senses. Wood smoke, sandalwood, cinnamon spice, whiskey and something so intensely male that it sent a quick shot of adrenaline into her sluggish bloodstream.


    “Welcome back.”


    Violently aware that the voice did not belong to Alex, Jessa rose quickly. Her head popped up from the bar like a jack in the box. She was immediately sorry, so sorry. Her vision swam while her stomach simultaneously lurched up and down.


    “Easy there. Move around too quickly and I’ll be mopping the floor again.”


    Swallowing the bitter taste in her mouth, Jessa forced her bleary eyes to focus on Connor. He’d draped a bar towel casually over one shoulder. One big hand used a damp corner of the towel to wipe out the inside of a shot glass.


    Even in her semi-lethargic state Jessa noted how his hands dwarfed the tiny glass. He handled it carefully, expertly, light dancing off the beveled edges and casting strange patterns on the muted blue of his shirt.


    “Alex?” Her voice was rough.


    Connor wordlessly flipped a clean beer mug upright and filled it with cool water. He deftly placed it before Jessa and nodded that she should drink.


    The heat from Connor’s hands lingered on the smooth surface of the glass. It seeped into Jessa’s hands and sent shimmering waves dancing through her body. Cool water slid over her tongue. Though it washed away the thick furriness in her mouth, it did nothing to quell the strange urges Connor’s nearness instigated.


    “Where’s Alex?” Jessa asked softly when she could trust her voice not to betray her unruly thoughts.


    Obviously a man of few words, Connor jerked his chin toward the back of the dim room. His black eyes never left Jessa’s body. It was as if he were anticipating her reaction to what she was about to see. As if he knew he was enticing her to the edge.


    Unable to resist, she followed his gesture, eyes taking a moment to adjust to the low lighting. What she saw made her womb clench and her nerves catch fire. Blood rushed to her vagina, plumping her pussy lips and calling forth a rush of sweet cream that left her aching for something she couldn’t name.


    Every prim and proper bone inside Jessa’s body was demanding she turn on her heel and leave. But it wasn’t possible.


    Alex’s shirt lay pooled on the floor beneath what appeared to be a lacy satin camisole top and black miniskirt. Just beyond that, Alex and the lady in question were locked together in the ageless ritual of hot, sweaty sex.


    It occurred to Jessa that no lady would’ve been caught dead in such a compromising position. If ladies engaged in sex, they did so in a private bedroom setting with their husbands. And they never let themselves get so…carried away.


    Further reflection suggested that might be why so many marriages failed. Ladylike sex had never been all that satisfying. What was happening between Alex and his lover looked like a whole other activity. And neither of them was in danger of walking away unsatisfied.


    Alex had his gorgeous partner bent over a bar table before him. Her naked breasts were smashed against the cool surface and her face showed nothing but complete exhilaration. The arch of her back lifted the smooth curve of her bare ass. Alex stood behind her, slamming his cock into her as if nothing else in the world mattered. His hands shifted from the flare of her hips. One palm stroked her backside before tweaking the thong Jessa could now see he held at bay with one hooked thumb. He leaned over and murmured something low into her ear. She arched harder and his name was mingled with a deep moan torn from her throat. Whatever he’d said was what she wanted to hear.


    Did Jessa even have words like that in her vocabulary? What would it be like to hear the rasp of a hot, sweaty man’s voice in her ear while he brought her such uninhibited pleasure?


    Jessa gradually became aware of Connor’s searing black gaze. It was intensely sexual and fused with his personal brand of wild desire. She shifted her gaze away from the fornicating couple and focused on the bar.


    A suffocating wave of guilt crashed over Jessa. She forced her brain to concentrate on the intricate grain of the wood. But it was torture to pretend not to hear the guttural groans and primal wailing coming from the lovers across the room.


    “It’s okay to watch.” Connor’s voice rasped across her conscience. “If they didn’t want to be watched, they’d have gone to the back room.”


    The mere idea that the pair of lovers didn’t want privacy for their interlude was equal parts shocking and intriguing.


    Jessa lifted her gaze to meet his onyx stare. Her skin temperature soared out of control. Blood pumped furiously to her extremities before focusing intensely on the already heavy ache between her legs. The sensual heat in her crotch was fueled by another rush of creamy juice. She’d never been this turned on before, never.


    “What kind of place is this?” Jessa managed to whisper.


    He set aside the shot glass and towel. Placing his huge hands flat on the bar, Connor leaned forward until his face was only inches from Jessa’s. He exhaled slowly. Sweet peppermint breath whispered over her. Jessa couldn’t help but notice the finely arched eyebrows and the perfect bow in his upper lip. His eyes were the color of moonless midnight.


    When he finally spoke, his breath bathed her face and chest with warmth and Jessa found it hard not to writhe against the bar and beg him to make her his then and there.


    “It’s the kind of place you belong.” He quirked an eyebrow, “Even if you can’t admit it yet.”

  


  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Four


    


    Connor was awakened at the ungodly hour of ten a.m. by one of Alex’s favorite songs playing loudly on the sound system in the bar below his apartment. He spent an additional ten minutes trying to muffle the sound with a pillow before emitting a low growl and sitting up.


    The tiny bedroom was barely big enough to accommodate the queen-sized bed, a nightstand, and dresser. The bedroom, a small attached bathroom, and the kitchen/living room made up his 750 sq. ft. apartment. The fact that his living space was located above the bar made it convenient. And in Connor’s book, convenience took precedence over comfort any day.


    Connor swung his legs over the side of the bed and stood up. He stretched his six-and-a-half-foot frame until his back popped in protest and the tension knotting his spine slowly began to ease.


    “Another day, another dollar,” he murmured.


    But then, this was not just another day. This day would be different.


    “Jessa.”


    The feel of her name crossing his lips brought on another kind of tension entirely. The blood rushed to his groin and his cock began to thicken and swell.


    Bringing his thoughts forcefully under control, Connor dropped to the floor and immersed himself in his morning routine of pushups, crunches, and stretches. The short but sometimes brutal habit kept his body honed. His job kept his reflexes in order. He had no time for distractions. An occasional fuck, absolutely. Someone like Jessa? Too much involvement.


    But no matter how hard he pushed himself physically, he could not get the picture of her out of his mind. From the straight mass of silken honey-colored hair to her hooded greenish-brown gaze, she’d demanded his attention without even trying.


    Even almost ten hours later, he could remember the exact shape of her delectable breasts and the soft flare of her ample hips. To a man who’d spent too much time around women who looked as if he could break them in two with his bare hands, her classic build was manna from heaven or temptation from hell. Take your pick.


    Connor paused, calf muscles screaming as he stretched his big body to the limits. She would be such a challenge. Such curiosity and uncultivated passion kept so tightly leashed, he could practically smell her internal frustration. Given the right man and the right handling, she was a wildcat waiting to happen.


    But there was something else. Some sadness hid behind her eyes. As if she suffered an aching loneliness that made her unable to decide whether to reach out or lash out. And that was what made her dangerous. Connor didn’t need shades of grey like her in his black and white existence.


    The moment she’d stepped inside his bar and gazed up at him with her beguiling hazel eyes, he’d sensed something different. It made him want to cram her in his pocket and protect her from whatever it was that was so determined to beat her down.


    “Connor?”


    “In here.”


    Alex appeared and balanced lightly against the doorjamb. “Aren’t you done yet?”


    “Just finishing up.”


    Connor managed to avoid Alex’s probing gaze while he stood and rummaged for a fresh shirt and pants.


    “Something bothering you?”


    Connor shrugged a shirt over his broad shoulders. “No, why?”


    “Just a feeling.”


    “You been watching Dr. Phil again? You’re sounding awfully in touch with your feminine side.”


    Alex snorted. “I’ve known you long enough that sometimes I feel like we’re married.”


    “You could’ve kept that little detail to yourself.”


    There was a brief pause. Connor settled his black trousers on the tilt of his hips and ran a hand over the stubble on his head. It was the same routine every morning when he had to decide if he needed a shave or not.


    “It’ll be nice to have another set of hands around the bar tonight, hmm?”


    “Guess so.”


    “She seems nice enough.”


    Connor grunted, refusing to let Alex bait him into saying anything about their new waitress.


    “Great ass, too. Wouldn’t you say?”


    Unable to stop himself, Connor’s gaze jerked upward and locked on Alex. The beast that lay just beneath Connor’s civil exterior howled and rattled the bars on its cage. His heart hammered in his chest and blood pounded in his ears.


    “She’s just a woman, Connor.” Alex said quietly.


    “I know that.”


    “So keep your perspective.”


    Connor didn’t bother to acknowledge that bit of advice.


    Alex seemed to understand that the topic was closed. “Selena is downstairs.”


    “Probably wants her paycheck.”


    Alex chuckled, “I think she wants more compensation than that.”


    There was an unmistakable smirk on his face when Alex left the doorway. Connor made certain his pants were fastened before following Alex. Encounters that often seemed a wonderful way to start the day had a habit of reaching around to bite you in the ass when you least expected it.


    


    * * *


    


    “Come to get your last check, Selena?” Connor rumbled as he eased into his desk chair.


    From the corner of his eye, Connor could see her prop one of her svelte legs on the edge of his desk. In the not-so-distant past, he would’ve considered the leg a welcome invitation. But at that moment it was more annoyance than anything else.


    Connor chalked it up to his being annoyed that Selena would walk off the job with no notice. He refused to admit that Jessa’s sudden, earth-shattering appearance in his life had anything to do with this phenomenon.


    “Have you missed me, Connor?”


    “No. We already hired someone else.”


    There was a brief silence in which Connor tried to gauge whether or not Selena was going to take offense to his admission. But she smiled instead. “I can’t imagine she’d replace me in…everything.”


    Connor ground his teeth together to keep from giving her the satisfaction of a response.


    The long leg disappeared and was replaced by Selena’s rounded ass. She settled herself on the cluttered desktop, legs propped on the filing cabinet. Selena wore one of her trademark sinfully short skirts with no pantyhose. Connor could’ve seen up her skirt all the way to her slit by shifting his gaze an inch to the left. But he didn’t. And the ramifications of that hit him harder than anything else. Any other day, he would’ve reached over and run a hand up the inside of her thigh until his fingers brushed the dewy curls surrounding her cunt. He’d have finger fucked her until she begged him for his cock. Then Connor would’ve spread her wide on his desk and given her exactly what she asked for.


    Her mannerism, the way she was dressed, and the sultry look in her eyes all tagged her a highly fuckable woman, begging like a bitch in heat. It was a wide-open invitation to a man like Connor, to any man. He couldn’t take the bait. He couldn’t even muster the urge. A pair of wide hazel eyes haunted him.


    “Here’s your check, Selena. Don’t let the door hit you in the ass on your way out.”


    Connor stood, setting his jaw in an aggressive jut before stalking out of his office. Behind him, Selena’s mouth opened in astonishment.


    Connor didn’t look back, couldn’t look back. He kept going straight past the walk-in freezer and the cases of liquor stacked to the ceiling. When he reached the bar, he opened the cash register and began to count.


    Seconds later, Selena appeared and walked out the front door. She didn’t look back, either. Apparently, she understood his message all too clearly. Connor only wished it were half as clear to him.


    “That was different.” Alex commented when the front door shut with a muffled thump.


    “Don’t start.”


    “Oh, I wasn’t going to.”


    Connor grunted.


    “But you’d have been a helluva lot more pleasant company if you’d have let off some steam in her pussy.”


    “Not interested.”


    “Since when?”


    Connor didn’t miss a beat, “Since now.”


    Alex remained silent for an entire five-minute span of time. “If you’d have given Selena a quick fuck, you’d be able to charm your way under Jessa’s skirt, Connor. With this attitude you’re going to have to use a caveman club to get between her thighs.”


    “What makes you think I’m interested in the new waitress?” Connor deliberately avoided using her name.


    “You can’t even say her name, mate.”


    Connor shoved the fives back in the drawer and pulled out a huge wad of ones. He started to count. But he couldn’t even remember what number he was on. “Jessa. Her name’s Jessa. Happy now?”


    “Sure, whatever.”


    Connor threw the ones back in the drawer and slammed it shut so hard the machine gave a jarring ring. “Don’t use that tone with me,” he snapped.


    “What tone?”


    “The one that says you don’t believe a word I say!”


    Alex stowed a bottle of Stolichnaya on the shelf and turned toward Connor. “Look, you’re the one with the rules. Me? I fuck whatever walks through that door and enjoy them all the same.”


    Rules! His damn rules again. He’d lived by the rules for years and years, since prison and the hell-bitch that’d put him there. It was the reason he couldn’t look at Jessa. Couldn’t get attached, couldn’t give a shit what it was that tortured her on her off hours.


    “Why the hell did you hire her, anyway?”


    Alex looked miffed. “She’s a hottie in disguise, man. I sure as hell wasn’t going to let her walk away when she said she was looking for a job. I figured she might be up for a quick fuck after hours. You know, the usual way we do things around here.”


    “I don’t want you to fucking touch her,” Connor growled.


    Alex lifted his hands in surrender, “Told you, man. You gotta keep your perspective. Go calm down. Get a grip on your temper and maybe you can find a way to get her out of your system before you have a breakdown or something.”


    Connor didn’t comment on Alex’s ridiculous suggestion. But he left the bar before he said something he would really regret later on. No matter how badly Alex ran his mouth, he was still Connor’s oldest friend. In fact, he was probably Connor’s only friend. They’d known each other since grade school, long enough that Alex knew all Connor’s secrets, even the one he kept hidden from everyone.


    His feet carried him back up the narrow staircase. He hadn’t eaten, but the kitchen wasn’t his destination. The clock on his bedside table said ten minutes until eleven. He’d told her to arrive around noon. Just a little over an hour and she’d be there again, in his bar, working for him.


    What was it with her? The why of it completely escaped him. Connor had felt such intense attraction only once before in his life. It had brought him nothing but trouble and eventually led him to disaster. Since then he’d been cool, the definition of detached. He was known throughout the city as someone who knew how to show women a good time. He could make them so hot that they begged him on hands and knees to sink his cock deep inside their warm bodies. But the lust went one direction. They wanted him. Connor did not slip the leash on his self-control or his insatiable lust.


    So what’s the deal with Jessa?


    He strode to the narrow window and looked out. But a view of the cobbled downtown street wasn’t what he sought. Somewhere out there she was getting ready. Perhaps taking a shower and choosing her clothes while wearing nothing at all. The thought gave him a raging hard on that threatened to burst from his pants.


    Reaching down, Connor unzipped his fly and freed his cock. It lay hot and hard in his palm. Gripping his shaft tightly in one hand he tried not to focus so intently on the mental picture of a naked Jessa. He tried and failed.


    Connor’s hips bucked as his hand slid up and down his hard shaft. A tiny drop of pre cum beaded on the head of his cock. Sliding one thumb through the hot liquid, he spread its silky warmth over the crown. His brain conjured up the image of Jessa. He wanted nothing more than to feel her tongue lapping at the bead of moisture. Her mouth sliding down his shaft as the crown of his cock disappeared into her throat.


    Someone groaned. Had it been him? The muscles in his belly clenched as his balls tightened. His other hand gently cupped them. He used his fingers to knead their straining weight while he tightly gripped his shaft. Connor’s feet shifted further apart to give his imagined lover better access to his body.


    Did she want him? Did her body crave his as he did hers? What strange thing had happened between them? From the first time Connor had laid eyes on her curvaceous figure he’d wanted to strip her naked and taste every inch of her with his tongue.


    Connor’s thoughts intensified, willing her to think of him. To imagine his hands upon her body, his mouth suckling her breasts, lapping the sweet cream of her pussy and spreading her cunt wide before he pressed deep inside and buried his cock balls-deep in her heat.


    His cock pulsed as he pumped it quickly with long smooth strokes. His black eyes drifted shut. Balls drawn up tightly, his hips convulsed as a thick stream of white cum shot upward. It smeared across his belly and bathed his hand in semen, but he didn’t stop. The silkiness of his own cum mimicked the imagined feel of Jessa’s hot pussy. His pace increased and his legs went rigid in order to keep his body vertical. Each thrust brought another pulse of hot cum.


    Would she want what he wanted? Would she taste his skin, lap up the residue of his cum and then hold him in her hot little hand until he was ready to do it all over again? Uptight and reserved, but ready for so much more. Connor couldn’t have explained it, but he knew that she would suck him dry and demand more. And he’d give it to her. Give her anything she asked, because he would never be able to refuse her.

  


  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Five


    


    It took Jessa four-and-a-half hours to get ready for work on that first morning. The first two hours were spent in bed trying to decide if she was actually going to get up and go. And it wasn’t the mad hangover keeping her in bed, either. She lay there and tried to recall the last time she’d had absolutely no real or imagined reason to get out of bed.


    It would’ve been so easy to keep up the pretense of a busy charity worker. But sooner or later, those people would realize that Will had left her. And there could be nothing worse than that. She wasn’t ready for their false sympathy and prying. Hadn’t the charity work always been a cover up anyway? It’d been one of those things Jessa did to avoid the emptiness of her life.


    She’d done everything right. She was on the right committees, associated with the right people, donated to the right charities, and said, thought, and did the right things. How had she wound up so utterly unnecessary?


    And that’s basically what she was. But if she didn’t go to this new job, she was going to feel obligated to spend the rest of the day searching for another one. If Will was going to stop paying bills at the end of the summer, she was going to have to find some way to support herself. So she might as well make a few tips and see what it was like to be back out in the workforce.


    With a thick sigh and what seemed like monumental effort, Jessa levered herself out of a bed that had become strangely unfriendly and padded into the closet. It wasn’t hard to imagine herself hiding under the covers all day. Hard to admit, but not hard to imagine. She was thirty-eight years old. The rational part of her brain was certain she was too old to work in a bar. Whether or not that was the case, she was too old to flounce around in a micro miniskirt and a crop top. Besides, middle-aged society wives did not wear miniskirts.


    They wore pantsuits, a wardrobe choice that would not help the tip situation any. It’d been long years since her college days waiting tables. But if memory served, percentage of skin showing directly influenced percentage of check left as a tip.


    It took almost forty-five minutes to lay out a pair of snug-fitting, somewhat flattering, trendy low-rise black slacks. The cap-sleeved top was comfy, showed a little bit of cleavage, and didn’t hang over her hips or butt. It was a huge concession as far as Jessa was concerned. But she didn’t want to work all night for no money. Of course, clothing wasn’t going to matter at all if she couldn’t lose the seriously-hung-over look.


    Even after a nice hot shower, the reflection in the mirror looked haunted. Dark smudges below her eyes added years to Jessa’s face. And the pallor of her skin made the sprinkle of freckles across her cheeks seem unnaturally dark.


    She almost went back to bed. Nobody was going to tip the old hag a few extra bucks for a drink.


    The thought of tips made her cringe. It’d been years since Jessa had waited tables. What if she folded under the pressure?


    A few deep breaths seemed to help bring things back into perspective. It was a bar. And it wasn’t exactly a nice bar. It wasn’t as if they had a gourmet kitchen with a five star menu to memorize. Not to mention the unlikelihood of embarrassing herself in front of anyone she knew. Besides, Alex had seemed very nice. She might even have fun working with him.


    Which brought the subject back around to Connor.


    What kind of a man acted like that? He was a big sexy bastard, too arrogant by half.


    But he wasn’t. There hadn’t been one trace of arrogance in the way he’d acted the night before. He’d been polite while doing his job, cordial when offering her a job, and solicitous about making certain Jessa was okay after she’d overdone it.


    But what about after that? What about the highhanded way he’d justified the blatant exchange of exhibitionism and voyeurism going on in his bar? Connor had passed judgment on her without knowing anything about her. His pronouncement that she belonged in a hedonistic place like that was ludicrous.


    She shouldn’t go back. Jessa had no business being in a place like that much less being employed there. She didn’t belong there. Not really. Not anymore. Perhaps once in her life, before Will, before she’d transformed herself into the perfect example of wifely restraint.


    That, of course, was easily dealt with. After all, Jessa could always walk away from the bar if she got sick of Connor.


    Get sick of Connor? Who was she kidding?


    A mental photograph of Connor popped into her mind with almost no effort. Tall, heavily muscled, bronzed skin, in short he had the body of an Adonis. It was altogether too easy to recall the sexy-as-hell bow of his upper lip as it glistened with moisture. And it was impossible to forget the sensational lust she’d experienced at the mere sound of his voice.


    The white cotton bathrobe was suddenly too warm. The weight of it against her flushed skin was simultaneously too much and not enough. Jessa’s breathing quickened. Heat bloomed between her thighs.


    What was wrong with her? She didn’t lose control of herself like this.


    Jessa tore her gaze away from the mirror’s reflection and turned on the faucet. The cold water cooled her skin. But nothing could put out the raging fire inside her body.


    Nothing but a thorough fucking.


    Jessa didn’t waste time reprimanding her mind on its dirty thoughts. She turned the water off and made a split second decision. It wasn’t something she did very often. Consequences were carefully weighed against gains before decisions were made and executed in the best possible manner. But this had gone far past the point of no return.


    The dildo was where she’d left it, safely buried at the bottom of a lingerie drawer she never used. Jessa tossed half a dozen rarely used pairs of satin panties to the floor in her haste. The massive thing was flesh colored and covered in some kind of cyberskin that claimed a realistic feel. At that point, she was past caring.


    Jessa lay on her back in the middle of the bed. One shaky hand untied the belt of her robe. The sides fell open and Jessa was more exposed than she had been in long years. The bedroom door was wide open and it was light outside. She’d been a late-at-night-in-the-dark-with-the door-closed-and-locked kind of girl her whole life.


    The ceiling fan whirred above. Cool air wafted over her heated skin. Jessa’s nipples jutted into the air when her areolas puckered against the unfamiliar stimulation. Tentatively running a hand over her breast, Jessa rolled one nipple between thumb and forefinger. Blood rushed in, hardening it into a tiny point. It swelled and elongated between her fingers. The sensation was wonderful. A zing pulsed from breast to clitoris. Feeling braver, she wetted her fingers on her tongue and opened her imagination.


    The first thing that popped into Jessa’s mind was the couple she’d seen in the shadowy back corner of the bar. His tongue had laved all around her taut pink nipple before drawing it deep into his mouth and suckling it to throbbing awareness. Jessa slid her other hand down her abdomen, tickling her belly. Her breath caught as the muscles shrank away and quivered at her tentative touch.


    Connor wouldn’t have been timid. There was nothing timid about that man. But thoughts of Connor should not have slipped into her mind. He was forbidden, even more so than what Jessa was doing.


    But really, what was so bad about self-stimulation? Why had it always made her feel dirty, as if she should be hiding beneath the covers in the dark? Shoving the jumble of questions and ideas away, Jessa focused on her body. Especially on the delicious sensations she was feeling.


    Still working her nipples between her fingertips in turn, Jessa’s other hand drifted lower. She hesitantly ran her fingers through the soft curls between her legs. A thrumming tension gathered in her legs. Jessa imagined a pair of hands lifting her legs and spreading them wide. Then a thick, hard cock ready to push into her body.


    Her hand left her breasts and slid lower to spread her pussy lips wide. The air cooled her slick folds but only served to increase the aching want. Jessa sucked in a deep breath and slid her fingers boldly over the engorged folds of her vagina. Her back arched and a rush of hot cream drenched her hand as she savored the silky softness of her tender flesh.


    The swollen entrance to Jessa’s vagina was thick with her own juices. Every heartbeat brought on a new gush of sweet cream. Her fingers were sopping, sliding wetly across her labia. Jessa spread her fingers and straddled her clitoris. When she flexed her wrist against the pubic bone, it sent her fingers sliding up and down her silky slit. It was maddening to have the friction so close to the swollen tip of her clit.


    When she couldn’t take any more, she rested two fingertips against the sensitive hood of her clit and applied gentle pressure. Her hand moved quickly. The movement combined with her creamy juices to create a wet sound that was strangely erotic.


    Eyes closed, she thought of Alex touching his lover’s pussy. Jessa wanted to feel that arousal, to smell and taste the excitement. Jessa wanted a man to fuck her like that. As if the only place he wanted to be was straining between her legs until he spilled his cum deep inside her womb.


    Reaching down, Jessa wrapped one hand around the cool smoothness of the dildo. She imagined it hot and pulsing with life, eager to push its way inside her vagina. She gently ran the crown over her slit to lubricate the dildo with the cream rushing from her pussy. Relishing the feel of it slipping over the sensitive hood of her clit, she positioned the enormous cock at the entrance to her swollen sex.


    Jessa was positively aching. Every nerve from waist to toes was in flames. Her breasts were heavy, her nipples hard as diamonds. The anticipation of feeling that firm cock slamming into her vagina released another gush of cream from deep inside her body. There was a longing inside that had never been so acute.


    Jessa closed her eyes and pushed the cock deep on the first thrust. It was thick, thicker than anything she’d ever felt inside her vagina before. Her hips bucked involuntarily to ease the insertion. The movement sent the cock further inside, bumping lightly against her cervix. Jessa had never realized how empty she was inside. The dildo’s smooth length caressed the ribbed muscles of her pussy with gentle insistence. She’d never felt so full in her life. There was a sucking noise as Jessa pulled the dildo away from her vagina to prepare for another hard thrust. As she continued this rhythm, the wet sound increased before evolving into a slapping, smacking noise that was sexier than she ever would’ve expected.


    Jessa’s sex grew swollen. Numb fingers kept the hood of her clit pinned wide open. By teasing the nub at its most sensitive point, she was rewarded with a shudder that rippled through her body. The cock slid further in. Heat pooled at the base of Jessa’s spine, dripping down the backs of her legs and making her buttocks tingle.


    A sound reverberated off the bedroom walls. It took several screams for Jessa to realize the voice was hers. A wave of tension hardened the muscles of her backside. The heat inside her pussy intensified. Another surge of cream saturated the dildo as Jessa increased the thrusts and fucked her pussy harder. She could feel the peak coming and rushed to meet it.


    Her mind spun out of control, locking briefly on images of Alex’s hard cock thrusting in and out, the Gothic Princess on the counter, the random couple screwing on the table…herself bent over the mahogany bar, Connor’s huge cock pulsating with life as it slammed in and out of her pussy. Images of Connor, dripping sweat off his clean-shaven head while grasping her hips and fucking her senseless.


    No. Connor had no place in her life. Certainly not in her sex life. And yet the image wouldn’t quit.


    Heat enveloped her body and her vagina exploded into orgasm. The undulating waves crashed, tremors seizing her body and forcing the cock to slow as her hand was soaked from a massive spurt of her own cream.


    Dazed, it took Jessa several breaths to realize that she’d ejaculated. She didn’t do that. Not with Will, not on her own. Was there something wrong with her that her body seemed to crave such things?


    The thoughts went round and round in Jessa’s head as she lay on the bed and waited for the room to stop spinning.


    Her imagination had always been quite vivid. But she’d never let go so completely. She’d never thrown all sense of propriety to the winds and let it conjure up whatever fantasies it wished.


    Connor may have been the sexiest man she’d ever laid eyes on. But he’s wasn’t for her. She didn’t lose control like that. It was preposterous! Other people debased themselves to rut like animals in heat. This was not Jessa Kincaid!


    Connor’s words slid unbidden through her mind. “It’s the kind of place you belong, even if you can’t admit it yet.”


    What did he know? He certainly didn’t know Jessa. He didn’t know a single thing about her. She was a boring housewife. She had chaired the Fireman’s Ball last year for goodness sake! This was all just some kind of mid-life crisis.


    She latched onto that thought almost instantly. Jessa sat up and pulled her robe closed before sliding off the bed.


    She was going through a mid-life crisis. Her husband had only just left her, and now she was preparing for a divorce. The situation was making her act a little differently than usual, that’s all.


    The idea left her feeling a little better. The dildo was still sitting on the bed. Jessa lifted it gingerly between thumb and forefinger. After washing it in the sink, she hid it away in the drawer, never to be seen or heard from again.


    As if.


    


    * * *


    


    Connor had regained his iron-fisted self-control by the time noon rolled around. He was double-checking a shipment of top shelf liquor when the front door swung open. Connor didn’t have to look to know it was Jessa.


    The tightly leashed, savage beast inside him could sense her almost immediately. It howled and snarled and rattled the bars of its cage. But years of discipline had taught Connor to ignore the ravings of his inner animal in favor of rational thought. If he ever let go of that discipline, he might well find himself humping her like a dog.


    The thought was not pleasant. During much of his growing-up years, Connor had run wild, following his primal instincts. Even as an adult he didn’t know if everyone had the same kind of animal awareness he did. Alex had once speculated that an average person wasn’t pushed into the type of situation where they needed their gut instincts. In other words, prison had unleashed Connor’s inner beast.


    Regardless of what had given rise to his tightly leashed animalistic nature, Connor exercised constant restraint. And that threadlike control didn’t need a temptation like Jessa.


    Setting the clipboard down, Connor sidestepped until he could see Jessa standing uncertainly before the mahogany bar. The soft material of her low-rise slacks caressed every curve. Her snug black-and-white top sported a vee neck that would give anyone who cared to look a glimpse of the cleft between breasts that would fit perfectly in the palms of Connor’s hands.


    He and Alex were going to be beating them off with sticks. And Connor was going to kill whoever looked at her longer than necessary. But he couldn’t do that. He had no right. She wasn’t his.


    Strangely enough, that just didn’t matter to Connor’s inner animal.


    Connor sucked in a huge breath and ran his hands over the stubble on his scalp. When he could finally trust himself for another look, Alex was already headed in her direction.


    “Hey, you showed up! I’m going to consider that a good sign.”


    Jessa caught a short black apron before it could smack her in the face. Alex’s welcoming tone seemed to chase away some of her unease. Connor watched Jessa tie the apron in a deft knot around her waist and give Alex a sunny grin.


    “You didn’t think I’d remember accepting the job, huh?” she teased.


    A grin kicked up the corner of Alex’s generous mouth. He stepped around the bar and handed her a towel. Jessa tucked it into the apron and spent a moment arranging it to her satisfaction.


    Connor still hadn’t managed to scrape up any of the self-control he had always prided himself on.


    “Connor and I weren’t sure if you took us seriously when we offered you the job,” Alex admitted.


    “Well, I was a little uncertain. But I figured I didn’t have anything to lose by driving down here to find out.”


    “We’re glad you did.” Connor’s voice came out deeper than he’d intended. It rolled across the room and gained him Jessa’s full attention. Her hazel eyes shyly met his and she swallowed before offering a smile.


    She didn’t say anything. And it took Connor a moment to realize that she was giving him the same once over he’d given her only minutes before. He resisted the urge to preen, wondering if she liked the burgundy color of his shirt, or if she preferred the blue from the day before.


    A blush stained her cheeks, and Connor hid a smile. Whatever she was thinking, it was apparent that she liked what she saw. Her eyes were riveted to the patch of skin at his throat. Three of his buttons were undone. He’d not thought to redo them when he’d put his shirt back on after moving the liquor. Judging by her reaction it was better that he had left the shirt undone, anyway. Jessa seemed fascinated with that tiny glimpse of his chest.


    “Jessa?” Alex was talking and neither of them had noticed. “Are you all right?”


    “Uh, yeah.”


    A smile twitched on Connor’s lips. He wondered if she realized how transparent her curiosity was. He only wished he knew the exact nature of her interest. It would make things far less complicated.


    “Alex will show you around the bar. He knows what goes on there better than I do,” Connor explained without breaking eye contact. “But stop in the office before it gets busy and fill out the usual paperwork.”


    “Okay, sure.” Her gaze flickered away. “Thanks, Connor.”


    “Anytime.”


    It took every ounce of control to walk away. He wanted to hang around and watch. But that wasn’t how he usually did things. And making Alex even more suspicious wasn’t going to ease things along.


    Connor took refuge in the familiar confines of his job. He immersed himself in his computer, entering receipts and invoices with barely a glance. A neat stack of new hire paperwork sat on one corner of the desktop. He refused to look at it. Connor didn’t want to ponder the moment when Jessa would enter and some of his questions about her would be answered. It was likely that most of her answers would make his strange infatuation irrelevant.


    It should’ve been a nice thought. That something would render things normal. That he would somehow be able to go back to choosing a willing partner for an impersonal, purely physical coupling. But that wasn’t really what he wanted.


    “Are you busy back here? Alex says I probably have a few minutes before the afternoon regulars start drifting in.”


    Connor had no idea how long he’d been sitting at his desk staring into space when Jessa’s husky voice interrupted his self-recrimination.


    “Come in,” he rumbled, gesturing to an extra chair.


    She sat nervously on the edge of the chair, crossing her legs at the ankles and clasping her hands in her lap.


    Connor took a mental inventory of his expression and unconscious body language. He didn’t think he came off as too intimidating, though Alex often told him otherwise. Yet Connor sensed there was something else bothering her. Being alone with him wasn’t causing her stress. So was it the paperwork?


    “Is it the standard stuff?” Jessa asked quietly.


    Connor passed her a form, “Pretty much. I just have to make a copy of your Drivers’ License and tell my accountant how many dependents you have.”


    She stared blankly at the tax form before a wan smile crossed her features. “I guess I just claim myself, right?”


    “Got any kids?”


    “No.”


    Her reply was quiet, final. As if it were an answer she loathed giving. “What about a husband?”


    He wasn’t imagining her distress. It was so strong he could smell it. That same protective instinct hit him hard. Connor crossed his arms over his chest to physically prevent himself reaching out to comfort her.


    “My uh,” Jessa paused to find the words. “I’m getting divorced.”


    Everything clicked into place.


    “Then you just claim yourself.” Connor pointed to the form. “Put a one in that box.”


    “Thanks for giving me this job.”


    Her words surprised him. “You’re doing us a favor, really. It’s hard for Alex to handle tables when he’s behind the bar on a busy night.”


    “What happened to the last waitress?”


    “She walked off the job one night last week.”


    Jessa looked startled, as if there was some secret they hadn’t told her.


    Connor grinned. “There’s nothing horrible going on. I promise.”


    “Oh.”


    Connor didn’t know why he felt compelled to spell it out. “Selena wanted more compensation than I was willing to give her.”


    “Like a percentage?”


    Why had he opened himself up for this? “Actually, she wanted a more permanent situation.”


    There was another moment of confusion in her eyes before the light clicked on. It was strange, but Connor could sense the exact moment Jessa understood what he was getting at.


    “She wanted Alex?”


    “Actually, no.”


    “You?”


    She seemed so surprised that Connor had a hard time keeping a straight face. “What? I’m not good-looking enough to tempt someone into a relationship?”


    “No, of course not!” Jessa amended quickly before realizing what she’d just implied.


    And there was his answer. The attraction was real and it went both ways.


    Satisfied with that, Connor didn’t delve any deeper into the strange connection they seemed to share. He wasn’t ready to deal with that yet. Especially not if it interfered with his plans to seduce Jessa and get her out of his system.


    “I’m not a big believer in long term relationships.” Connor explained.


    “Me neither.”


    The naked derision in her words disturbed him more than it should have. “You shouldn’t let one bad apple ruin the whole bunch, Jessa.”


    She gave a noncommittal shrug before changing subject. “So what kind of hours do you need me to work?”


    “Pretty much any day you want to come in. We’re closed Sundays. And if you want another day off, Tuesdays tend to be a little slower.”


    “So, are the activities that went on last night…” She paused to collect her thoughts. “Is that normal around here?”


    Connor leveled his dark gaze at Jessa and willed her to understand. “Whatever they want to do, they can. Just as long as everyone involved is willing.”


    “And if they’re not?”


    Connor leaned back and laced his fingers behind his head. “That’s why I stand up there at the door and keep an eye on everything that happens.”


    “Are there many fights?”


    “Not usually. But if anyone starts bothering you, let me or Alex know. I don’t tolerate harassment. And nobody has the right to touch you unless you tell them it’s okay. Understand?”


    She nodded. Connor knew he was acting a little fanatical. But he couldn’t help the primal rush of male dominance that swept him when he even considered standing by and letting some half-drunk moron grope Jessa’s curves.


    Nobody was going to touch her, nobody.

  


  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Six


    


    Jessa had forgotten how utterly satisfying it could be to put in a hard night’s work. It wasn’t that she hadn’t gained any enjoyment from being the wife of a busy executive. But there was something about getting to the end of a long shift and being able to look back and know you’d worked your tail off. And she had.


    When she’d ducked into the bar, Jessa hadn’t paid a whit of attention to what its name was. But Connor had named his bar Phoenix Rising. After spending an entire shift working with Alex and Connor, Jessa knew it was more than just a name.


    She might have been out of circulation for almost two decades while living the life of an average housewife. But Jessa found it hard to believe that all the things going on in that bar were normal. There were plenty of power drinkers, social drinkers, partiers, depressed businessmen, searching singles and lonely ones. But there were also a number of patrons who’d come there to find a partner for a quick romp in the back corner.


    By the end of the night, she’d witnessed six women performing oral sex, two women enthusiastically fondling each other’s breasts and four different couples fornicating in every position physically possible. Not only that, but one ambitious guy had pleasured two different women with only a forty-five second break in between. No matter how odd it seemed to witness all that, she couldn’t help but be impressed.


    There had come a point during the night where Jessa stopped wondering why her gaze kept returning to the dark corners of the bar. She accepted the tantalizing glimpse of people living events she’d not thought of in the last nineteen years.


    Her cotton panties were damp from the constant arousal. It was hard to say if the new erotic awareness sweeping her body was because of the things she saw or because of Connor’s steady black gaze. Anytime she looked around the room, her eyes would lock with his. The odd sensation was becoming hard to ignore. Even harder to disregard was the rising sense of anticipation that sent her heart rate soaring when their eyes met and held.


    It was 2:00 a.m. when the last drunken customer fumbled his way into a taxi on the cobbled street out front. Jessa watched the yellow vehicle lurch into motion and vaguely wondered if the poor cab driver was going to have to clean his seats before his shift was done.


    “Excuse me, please.”


    The breathy voice belonged to a strangely familiar, though scantily clad, woman standing expectantly at the door. “Sorry, it’s past last call. Maybe come back tomorrow night, hmm?”


    The leggy dark-haired temptress chuckled, the sound even breathier than her speech if that were possible. “You’ve got it all wrong, sweetheart.”


    “She’s all right.”


    Connor’s voice rumbled through the doorway as he approached. Jessa quickly stepped aside and the woman eased her way into the bar on her five hundred dollar an hour stilettos.


    The heels jogged Jessa’s memory. The leggy brunette was Alex’s lover.


    Apparently, it was a regular thing between the two of them because she was flinging off her clothes as she walked to meet him. Her transparent camisole went flying through the air and fluttered to the floor. It was quickly followed by Alex’s shirt, which he obligingly tossed on the growing pile.


    “Been waiting for you all night.” Alex’s grumble belied his grin.


    “Anticipation makes it better.”


    “Saucy wench,” Alex murmured before grabbing the back of her head and devouring her mouth.


    She sighed with pleasure as his hands settled on her bare breasts. Alex flicked his thumbs back and forth to make her nipples harden into tiny pink peaks. Pulling his mouth away from hers, he lowered his head and pulled one of the hard buds into his mouth. She flung her head back and writhed against him.


    Alex tightened his grip on her full breast and drew his teeth across her nipple. The pale pink areola was vivid against the white of his teeth. Jessa pulled her own lip into her mouth and bit down hard but couldn’t stifle her tiny gasp. Alex looked up at the noise. His blue eyes sought hers and held as he laved his tongue around the swollen, elongated nipple.


    Jessa’s soft cry of surprise rang in her ears.


    “They like it that we’re watching, Jessa,” Connor’s voice brought her abruptly back to the moment. “That’s why Alex is looking over here. He’s enjoying your reaction.”


    “I’ve got no reaction,” Jessa snapped.


    “None?”


    The question in his voice was unmistakable. It was a growl, his chest rumbling as he stepped behind her. The front door was still open. Cool air swept across the heated flesh of her arms and neck, raising gooseflesh. She desperately wanted to lift her long hair away from the nape of her neck to feel the wash of air on her flushed skin. She resisted the urge. She didn’t want Connor to know how much the whole scene affected her.


    


    * * *


    


    She was desperately fighting the arousal. A fine sheen of perspiration coated her face and neck. Tension racked her muscles. Connor wondered what it cost her to deny her own sexuality each and every day. And more importantly, why did she do it?


    Jessa’s eyes continually moved back to Alex and Isabel. The slender secretary with the long black hair and gray eyes was his latest favorite. And while Connor generally enjoyed their frantic rendezvous, he had eyes for none but Jessa.


    It was so tempting to take her, bend her over the bar, and fuck her; forget the sensitive bullshit.


    But it wasn’t that simple anymore. Connor might have wanted to get her out of his system, but Jessa wasn’t a one-night stand. And one night wasn’t going to be enough. He wanted hundreds of nights. A thousand chances to spread her thighs, stretch her cunt wide with his fingers and press his cock deep inside her wet pussy wouldn’t be enough.


    He was a God damned fool.


    So instead of roughly spinning her around and pushing her against the bar only a few steps away, Connor gently lifted her hair from her neck. The thick mass of honey-colored silk was heavier than it looked. He reveled in the texture while inhaling deeply of the faint rosemary and mint scent of her shampoo.


    “What are you doing?” she demanded tensely.


    “I’m going to help you relax, Jessa.”


    “I’m fine. I don’t need to…Oh!”


    Jessa’s words died when his big, supple fingers began to work the knotted tension from her neck. Her chin dropped and Connor saw her eyes begin to slide shut.


    “No, keep watching them, Jessa.”


    She wanted to tell him to stop. Connor could feel the protest in the tension of her spine. But he ignored her inhibitions and continued his slow assault.


    Connor moved closer before pulling Jessa back against him. Her voluptuous frame was small in comparison to his. The top of her head rested against his pectorals and his groin nestled in the small of her back. Her body heat fueled his lust and made his cock leap to full attention. Connor considered shifting his body to keep her unaware of his erection. But he wanted her to know how affected he was by her.


    She was still watching Alex and Isabel. A smile ghosted over Connor’s features. Alex’s jeans barely rested on the tilt of his hips as he stood with his back braced against a column. His thick cock was deep inside Isabel’s warm mouth. The way she suckled and laved over his shaft and sac you would’ve thought she needed their sustenance to live. Her moans were punctuated with sharp shouts of pleasure from Alex until he could no longer take the torture. He abruptly grabbed the sides of her head with his hands and held her mouth still while he pumped his cock in and out of her throat. She squealed in excitement and grabbed his ass to pull him closer.


    “She wants him to cum in her mouth,” Connor whispered in Jessa’s ear.


    Jessa’s voice was hoarse. “Why would she want something like that?”


    “She craves the taste of his cum. Isabel loves to suck him dry and beg for more.”


    “Will he,” Jessa swallowed thickly. “Will he cum in her mouth?”


    “No, he wants to feel her pussy milk his cock.”


    Her knees gave way with his announcement. Connor braced her light weight against his torso and settled her in his arms. Jessa’s hands gripped his forearms until her knuckles turned white. She didn’t seem to realize that she wasn’t standing under her own power.


    Connor growled deep in his throat. His self-control was slipping away. But his thoughts and desires were jumbled, and he was of two minds as to how he should proceed. It was getting damn hard to keep his intentions straight, or even to remember exactly what they were.


    He bit back a groan at the thought of Jessa’s sweet pussy. To plunge his cock in and out of her cunt until she came undone, her voice breaking over his name.


    But something stayed his lust, funneled his fierce sexual appetite into the gentle caresses and coaxing encouragement he sensed Jessa desperately needed.


    So instead of ripping her jeans from her body and shoving his cock balls-deep in her hot slit, he splayed one big hand across her belly and used the other one to unclasp her bra and discard both it and her snug shirt.


    Her full breasts swung forward and brushed the back of his hand. Connor shifted until he could rub the soft underside of each breast. Her breath hitched and she would’ve looked up at him but for Alex’s sudden movement across the room.


    Alex pulled his cock roughly from his lover’s mouth and picked her up. Isabel’s mini skirt landed unceremoniously atop the pile on their way past. Without wasting another second, he carried her to a table and laid her on top. Hooking his finger into her thong, he impatiently pulled it aside and flung her legs over his shoulders.


    Alex gave Jessa one more piercing blue glance to make certain she was watching before he plunged his huge cock deep inside Isabel’s wet cunt. Isabel cried his name and arched her back in ecstasy. Alex pounded in and out of her pussy at a furious pace. The wet sound of their flesh coming together tore a soft moan from Jessa’s throat.


    Connor was struck with a mighty wave of desire by the tiny sound. Forcing his brain to concentrate on the woman in his arms and not his rock hard erection, he cupped her breasts. As he’d thought, they fit perfectly in the palms of his hands. Rolling her nipples between thumbs and forefingers, he was rewarded with another moan.


    “You shouldn’t be doing this,” she protested weakly.


    “Yes, I should.”


    “It’s not…it’s just not appropriate.”


    “Fuck appropriate.”


    “If feels so…” she broke off as if she couldn’t decide what to say.


    “How does it feel?”


    “Good. Strange. I don’t know anymore.”


    Connor chuckled and swept her up into his arms. Depositing her gently on the bar, he replaced his fingers with his mouth on her right breast before Jessa had time to voice an objection.


    Her voice broke on a word that might’ve been his name.


    “Easy, Jessa,” he rumbled against her taut nipple. “We’ve only a short way to go tonight.”


    “Why?” she gasped.


    Because he didn’t know how much longer he could hold back.


    Connor gorged on her breasts, filling his mouth with them each in turn until she was limp against his arm, unable to hold herself up.


    “Lift your hips,” he demanded roughly.


    She complied without a word, arching her back. Connor skillfully unsnapped and unfastened her slacks with his free hand while lustily suckling her swollen pink nipples. He slid the soft material past her knees and left it.


    “Look at me, Jessa.”


    Her eyes were hazy with passion, glinting whiskey brown in the dim lights above the bar. Bracing her weight on her hands, Jessa spread her legs for Connor as if she were unable to keep them closed. As if her hot, aching flesh wanted him to bring her to peak as badly as he wanted to do it.


    Jessa’s thighs were smooth and pale beneath his callused palms. Connor slid his hands gently toward their apex. He wanted to savor every moment. From the sight of her legs opening before him to the heady scent of the sweet cream flooding her pussy.


    The honey-brown curls of her pubic thatch were close cropped into a narrow strip. Connor spread her wider and was rewarded by a glimpse of hot pink flesh between her legs. Her inner labia were engorged and slick with her hot juices. Connor ran three fingers through her curls until they rested against the heat of Jessa’s pussy lips. Spreading her wide, Connor took his first look at the beauty of Jessa’s hot cunt open wide to his eyes.


    She was sweet perfection. The hood of her clitoris opened and he could see the throb of her heartbeat at the apex of the tiny nub. Deep within her folds lay the puckered entrance to her vagina, pink and damp with cream.


    Jessa shuddered at his touch, her knees quivering and her head lolling back as he held her open with one hand and used a finger to stroke her from perineum to clit. Soaking his fingers in her creamy juice, Connor slid them rhythmically along her slit until each stroke drew a wail from Jessa’s mouth.


    Still stroking her wet slit, Connor leaned forward and pressed his lips to the pulse point below her ear. “I’m going to slide my fingers inside you, Jessa.”


    She whimpered as he used one finger to penetrate her tight sheath.


    “You’re so fucking hot, Jessa. Can you feel how tight you are around my finger?”


    She tried to nod, but was lost when he pushed another finger inside her cunt and spread them to stretch her vagina. Connor withdrew his fingers just long enough to thrust them back inside. She shuddered around him, convulsing against his hand.


    “Relax sweetheart; we’re nowhere near done,” Connor soothed.


    He inserted another long finger into her pussy and watched her melt around him. Jessa’s legs went rigid and she cried out as her hips bucked involuntarily. Connor rubbed the pad of ribbed muscle inside her vagina, pushing against her pelvic bone until she was almost weeping from the exquisite pressure.


    “Connor, please!” she gasped.


    “Please what?”


    “I-I don’t know! I can’t keep going! I can’t do this!”


    A lusty smile curved his mouth and Connor increased his pace, thrusting in and out with such force that his hand pounded against her. Each insertion was punctuated by a wet pop as he pulled his fingers free only to plunge them in again.


    “Come for me, Jessa,” Connor urged softly. “Let it go.”


    A wave of tension strung Jessa tight. Connor used one hand to keep her from snapping her legs closed as her body climbed steadily toward orgasm. Her scent changed, becoming heavier and more erotic. Connor inhaled deeply and forced his body not to react. The urge to climb on top of her and sink his throbbing shaft to the hilt was maddening.


    Jessa screamed when she peaked. A tortured wail that shattered Connor’s composure and left him trembling as a massive gush of cream drenched his hand.


    Connor groaned when he saw the results of her ejaculation in his palm. Jessa blinked slowly, staring into his face. It took several moments for her to realize what he was looking at. A red stain spread across her cheeks when she did.


    “I’m so sorry,” she whispered hoarsely. “It’s never happened…”


    Her words trailed off when Connor lifted his hand to his mouth and licked his palm clean of her sweetness. Her essence was satin perfection on his tongue.


    Hazel eyes opened wide and her mouth snapped shut on whatever she might’ve been going to say.


    “Don’t ever apologize.” He told her quietly.

  


  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Seven


    


    He told her not to apologize. Could she die of embarrassment instead?


    Jessa was a train wreck the following morning. Her muscles were languid and her body felt light. But her mind was on overdrive. The most earth-shattering climax of her entire life and she was too guilt ridden and embarrassed to enjoy the aftermath.


    She’d allowed herself to be splayed open like some medieval barmaid. Did that qualify as losing control?


    What had happened to her? She’d been a modest housewife for nineteen years. So Will had left her for another woman. Did that really give her license to completely lose her mind? She’d just been finger fucked to orgasm by a near stranger who also happened to be her new boss.


    The bedside clock clicked on and the sounds of a local morning show filled the room. Jessa resisted the urge to throw the damn thing across the room. She sat up and swung her legs over the edge of the bed.


    It was nine a.m. Her brunch group met at the country club in an hour. Jessa’s first instinct was not to go. But maybe that was just what she needed to kick herself back into reality. Jessa Kincaid wasn’t this other person. She was a sedate woman who’d been married to the same man for nineteen years. She spent her time playing Bunko and planning charity events for the local food pantry for Pete’s sake.


    


    * * *


    


    Connor remained in the shower long after the hot water ran out. The cool rivulets streaming over his tight muscles did nothing to soothe the beast. But it was a welcome distraction nonetheless.


    He should have fucked her and gotten it over with.


    Instead, he hadn’t done anything to relieve this infatuation. No, he’d brought her to a mind-numbing peak and had left himself hanging onto his sanity by a thread. To say nothing about the state of his self-control.


    Connor still couldn’t understand why. He didn’t believe in some kind of cosmic suitability. Or that there was one perfect match for everybody out there. He believed in pure, physical needs. Bestial coupling because hormones demanded nothing less was more his style. So an explanation for these unfathomable protective urgings would’ve been welcome.


    


    * * *


    


    “It’s been ages since we’ve seen you, Jessa darling!” Kitty gushed.


    Jessa leaned forward and exchanged pecks on the cheek with the unofficial head of their little group while puzzling over the sudden realization that while they always pretended to touch, they never did. It was as if they secretly shunned all physical contact.


    The outdoor terrace of the Lake Forest Country Club was the definition of Midwest cosmopolitan style. Wrought iron tables and chairs were scattered beneath carved arbors stained a rich cherry color and draped with vines and sheer panels of pastel polyester. The scent of bougainvillea and lavender was almost overpowering. Magnolia trees clustered thickly around the edge of the flagstone patio to create the illusion of privacy.


    Clean cut waiters dressed in khakis and matching polo shirts moved quietly among the guests serving light fare and faux cocktail drinks. Jessa had always found them handsome in the past. But one look at their smooth, tame good looks and she longed for Connor’s brutal masculinity.


    Once they’d all taken their unofficial assigned seats at the glass-topped table, the usual talk commenced. Jessa hated the prattle. She’d always hated it. It inevitably began the same way.


    “Terrence got his UCLA acceptance letter in the mail yesterday,” Kitty said loftily. “He’s a shoe in for first string on their soccer team.”


    Georgia put a hand to her breast. “That’s spectacular! Chelsea received her Vassar letter last week. Isn’t it wonderful that the fall is all taken care of even before graduation?”


    “Speaking of graduation,” Courtney broke in. “You’ll never hear who had his speech chosen for commencement.”


    It went on and on. It always did. Sometimes it seemed as if every conversation with the women who were supposed to be her best friends was a commentary on Jessa’s failings as a wife. Will wanted this. He wanted the affirmation one could only get from a successful child. This was what Ginny could give him. This was what Jessa could not.


    The chatter became background noise. Jessa’s rebellious streak resurfaced. The ambient air temperature seemed to rise ten degrees, and a reckless urge to thumb her nose at all of their damned ideals swept away Jessa’s sense of propriety.


    “So,” Kitty flipped her bleached blonde hair over one narrow shoulder and widened her pale blue eyes. “What have you been up to, Jessa? The girls and I heard about Will’s extended vacation.”


    How could she have thought to regain her sanity by hanging out with these women? Jessa suddenly couldn’t imagine a worse way to spend the morning. Kitty was a domineering two-faced bitch. Flame-haired Georgia, with her green eyes, perfect complexion, pristine wardrobe, and prim manners, probably couldn’t tell if the thoughts in her head belonged to her or to Kitty. Courtney had never left her college pep squad days behind. She was dressed to the nines in Ralph Lauren tennis clothes and a Rolex watch. Her violet eyes contrasted the long midnight hair pulled back into a neat ponytail. Last was clunky Anne with her drab brown hair and eyes. Though her tanned complexion was healthy and attractive, she had a habit of wearing oversized clothes to hide her full figure.


    Jessa had always liked Anne best of all. If asked, she’d have said it was because of the brunette’s sharp wit and quirky nature. But Anne was also the only one in their select group who shared Jessa’s fuller figure. It was always hard to stand next to Courtney or Georgia and not feel big and awkward. Worse still was trying to feel confident around Kitty.


    “Have you been drowning your sorrows in Ben and Jerry’s again, Jessa?” Kitty asked while making a blatant assessment of Jessa’s figure. “You know you have to be careful with that stuff.”


    “It’d be better just to inject collagen directly into your hips,” Courtney agreed.


    “Well, it hardly makes most of us feel better to swallow it down and then puke it back up like some people do.” Anne coolly observed.


    Jessa shot Anne a grateful smile. Kitty could always be depended upon to offer dieting advice of negligible value. “Actually, I haven’t felt all that bad about this separation.” Jessa admitted.


    “Is he screwing around again?” Anne asked sympathetically.


    “Always.”


    Georgia pressed a hand to her mouth to cover a giggle of embarrassment. “I’ve always enjoyed the peace and quiet that comes with Dean’s extracurricular activities.”


    “Me too,” Courtney seconded. “I sleep better alone, anyway.”


    “Speaking of sleeping,” Anne said, gesturing to a waiter passing by. “Did you hear Carmen Weinstein got caught by her husband with one of the pool boys?”


    Courtney squeaked excitedly, “Seriously?”


    “That is so tacky,” Georgia decided. “At least have an affair with a doctor or a lawyer or someone with a respectable job. How on earth would some lowlife be able to show you a good time?”


    That was an easy answer after meeting Connor. He’d make you so hot you would beg him to put his cock wherever he wanted to.


    Jessa’s eyes slid over the slender build of their waiter. She’d seen him before. He had curly dark hair and bright blue eyes, a dimple in his left cheek and a nice set of abdominal muscles. He’d been good looking before. So why did he seem so…boyish now?


    Probably because compared to Connor he wasn’t man enough to have pubic hair.


    The girls were still gossiping in hushed tones about the torrid affair between one of their casual acquaintances and the club pool boy. But Jessa wasn’t the only one preoccupied.


    Kitty hadn’t made a single comment. Her pale blue eyes were locked on Jessa. The expression on her face could’ve frozen water. Jessa began to perspire beneath the whirring fans. She could only imagine what Kitty and the others would say if they knew she’d taken a job in a seedy downtown bar called Phoenix Rising. To say nothing of the things Jessa had been doing with the bar’s owner. Her stock would drop so low the Club would cancel her membership before her fees came due.


    “So what have you been doing with all this unexpected free time, Jessa?” Kitty asked in a deceptively mild tone.


    Georgia admired her immaculate manicure. “You’ve missed brunch twice.”


    “And you didn’t make the Rotary meeting last night either.” Courtney pointed out.


    Jessa’s annoyance was quickly spiraling out of control. These were her friends. Or they were supposed to be her friends. Maybe this was what was wrong with her life. Shouldn’t they accept her no matter what she’d decided to do about her marriage or her career choice?


    “Actually, I missed the Rotary meeting because I was working.”


    “You got a job?” Courtney acted as though Jessa had just told them she’d been diagnosed with cancer.


    Anne looked genuinely interested, “Really, where?”


    “At a bar downtown,” Jessa announced with relish.


    “A bar?” Kitty wanted clarification.


    Georgia blinked several times. “You can’t be serious.”


    “Oh, I am.”


    There was absolute silence.


    Anne finally found her voice. “What kind of place is it?”


    Jessa shrugged and a smile twitched at the corners of her mouth. How would you describe Connor’s bar to people like this? Compared to their little club it was a cesspool. It was dirty and raw. And the people were real. Not a single pasteboard cut out sat at the bar and ordered a drink from Alex or took a seat at one of the tables and gave Jessa’s ass an appreciative glance before ordering a round of beers.


    “It’s a real bar,” Jessa finally answered.


    “Wow, when do you work?”


    “Nights, mostly. But I’ve got to go in soon because we open up around noon.”


    “People start drinking at noon?” Georgia was horrified by what she considered a massive breach in protocol.


    “If they work nights at the factory, it’s the perfect time to start drinking,” Jessa reasoned.


    “Maybe we could come visit some night,” Anne ventured eagerly. “That would be kind of fun. Like a ladies’ night out.”


    Kitty finally found her voice. “So where is this bar, Jessa?”


    Jessa lifted her eyes and met Kitty’s icy stare. “It’s right in the middle of downtown. A place called Phoenix Rising.”


    “Maybe we’ll pay you a visit some night, Jessa Kincaid.”


    Jessa couldn’t even muster a smile. “I’m sure you’d have a great time.”


    


    * * *


    


    Where the hell was she?


    It was half past noon and Jessa hadn’t shown up for work. Alex didn’t seem disturbed in the least. But why would he be? To him she was just another waitress, just another potential piece of ass. Connor hadn’t managed to reduce her to that yet.


    “She’ll be here, Connor,” Alex murmured from across the room. “It wouldn’t be like her to quit without a word.”


    But some barely acknowledged sliver of fear needled Connor. What if she’d decided not to come back because of him? What if she were repulsed by what they’d shared on the bar the night before?


    He should’ve fucked her. Then it wouldn’t have mattered if she came back or not.


    But he was kidding himself if he thought it was that simple. One fuck wouldn’t have been enough. One fuck, one night, one lifetime wouldn’t have been enough. And he barely knew the woman.


    “Hey! I’m sorry I’m late. I had a morning thing with some old friends that took longer than it should have.”


    She popped in the front door before Connor could prepare himself. Whirling around, he gave her a cold stare. “You’re a half-hour late.”


    “Yeah, I know. I’m really sorry.” She turned to Alex. “I’ll do whatever you need me to do to get ready for tonight. I didn’t mean to leave you in the lurch.”


    “No problem, love.” Alex waved off her apology and tossed her a clean towel to tuck into her apron.


    Connor was left standing in the middle of the room with a stormy expression on his face and a broiling hot pit of anger in his chest. Alex shot him a quelling gaze from behind the bar, but it did nothing to squash his temper.


    “I don’t tolerate lateness.” His deep voice reverberated around the room like cannon fire. Connor wondered if she could hear the tension lacing his guttural tones. But he had no clue whether or not she could read him like he could her.


    Jessa frowned. “I’m sorry, Connor. What else do you want me to say?”


    He took a few steps closer to her. “Say it won’t happen again.”


    “I can’t promise that. I don’t make a habit of being late. But there’s a lot of really bad traffic between here and my house.”


    Connor suddenly realized he had no clue how far she had to drive to get to his bar. She’d filled out a form the day before, but he hadn’t taken the time to read it over. He’d been too busy planning Jessa’s seduction to find out the rest of the details about her.


    “Maybe you should leave for work earlier.”


    His anger had started to recede. But hers was just getting stoked. Connor could see it in the darkening of her eyes. The muscles in her jaw clenched and her delicate nose flared as her heart rate increased. Connor could even smell the difference, a hint of danger in her sweetness.


    “I’m sorry, Connor. Maybe I should just quit and find something closer to home. Would that suit you better?”


    “No.”


    Alex abruptly left the bar area to check a mysterious something in the storage room.


    “Is this the real reason why your last waitress walked out on you? You acted nice at first and put her at ease before you turned around and made her feet like a cheap slut on a time clock?”


    If her expression was anything to go by, he wasn’t the only one suffering shock at her words. It had never occurred to Connor how she might view his sudden change from solicitous to irritable. She had no way of knowing how close he was to losing his mind about the deepening nature of feelings he wasn’t ready to admit he had.


    She rubbed a hand down her face. “Look, I’m sorry.”


    Connor closed the distance between them. “No, don’t be.”


    Jessa was so small beside his big bulk. Not waif thin or emaciated, but curvaceous and petite. She was rounded in all the right places, a perfect match for him.


    “You did tell me never to apologize.” Her voice was whisper soft. Connor had to strain his ears to catch it. But her words forced him to fight back a smile. It amused him that she would turn his own words back on him.


    Knowing he’d only say something else he’d regret later, Connor let it go. It wasn’t until he got to his office that he realized he hadn’t refuted the cheap slut comment. He’d have to clarify things before too long, if he could only clarify them to himself first.


    


    * * *


    


    It felt like forever before Connor retreated to his office to bury himself in paperwork. Jessa sucked in a deep breath of relief when he disappeared. She was embarrassed that she’d completely lost her temper. It didn’t happen often. But he’d been such an arrogant bastard.


    “You okay?”


    Jessa glanced up from the mugs she was rearranging in the freezer and smiled at Alex. “I’m fine.”


    “Don’t worry too much about Connor’s mood swings. He just doesn’t know what to make of you.”


    “He doesn’t know what to make of me?”


    “Your kind doesn’t hang around down here much.”


    “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    Alex leaned back against the counter and rubbed his chin. The expression on his handsome face was unreadable.


    “Don’t stare; didn’t your mama ever tell you it’s rude?”


    “How in the hell did you end up on this end of town anyway, Jessa?”


    “I drove.”


    “C’mon, I saw the way you were dressed when you first walked in here.”


    “Maybe I had a job interview that day.”


    Alex snorted, “Yeah, okay. And I’m tending bar to put myself through med school.”


    “Speaking of tending bar, how long have you been here?” Jessa skillfully steered the conversation away from herself.


    “Six years this November.”


    Jessa closed the freezer door and stepped away. She had changed subject. But she hadn’t realized how eager she was to hear Alex and Connor’s history. “Is that when you met Connor?”


    Alex chuckled, “I’ve known Connor since grade school. We both grew up not far from here.”


    “Did you go to college together?”


    “I never went to college. I joined the Army right after high school and spent six years in Great Britain. After that I moved back home and needed a job. Connor was just getting ready to open the bar. It seemed logical.”


    He was keeping something back. Jessa couldn’t put her finger on it, but he wasn’t telling her everything.


    “I’ve never had any desire to find another job. There are just too many,” Alex tossed a towel onto the bar and shot Jessa a heart stopping grin, “benefits.”


    “Benefits meaning plenty of women hanging all over you, not health insurance, right?”


    “Of course.”


    “So what was the deal with Selena? Did she really walk out because Connor didn’t want to shack up with her?”


    Alex whistled, “Wow, did he tell you that?”


    “Sure, why wouldn’t he? I wanted to know what happened. Just in case you guys were a couple of psychos.”


    “Selena was a real piece of work.”


    Jessa rolled her eyes. Men were all the same. “Meaning she had legs ten miles long, a tiny waist and huge breasts, right?”


    “Close, but she had the attitude to go along with her looks. I think Connor originally hired her because he knew guys would sit around and pay to drink beer just so they could watch her bend over.”


    Jessa pulled bottled beer from a case and put it in the cooler, “Nice, Alex. It’s so good to see you’ve got your priorities in order.”


    “Hey, I told him to hire her so I could fuck her.”


    “Is that all you think about?”


    Turned in the opposite direction, Jessa didn’t see Alex sneak up behind her. He grabbed her waist and pulled her close. Though more compact than Connor’s massive frame, Alex’s tightly muscled body was just as sexy albeit in a different way.


    Before Jessa could squirm away, he pressed a feather light kiss on her collarbone. “You know,” he murmured against her neck. “I hired you for the same reason.”


    Jessa rolled her eyes and pushed him away. “Don’t be ridiculous. I may be female, but I’m no sex kitten.”


    The look he gave her was long, lingering and hot, “Could’ve fooled me.”


    Jessa’s cheeks flamed and she buried her head in the cooler to hide her embarrassment. She didn’t have to be a rocket scientist to know Alex was thinking about the night before when she’d watched him fornicate like an animal.


    And what about the show she put on afterward? Jessa wasn’t naïve enough to think Alex missed much of it.


    “What’s her name anyway?”


    “Isabel.”


    “Have you known her long?”


    “A few months.”


    “How long are your,” Jessa searched for an appropriate word, “relationships?”


    “A few months, give or take a month or two.”


    “Nice.”


    “Hey love, Connor and I are both like that. It’s just easier.”


    So a few months and she wouldn’t have to worry about Connor being interested anymore. What a relief.


    But it didn’t make Jessa feel any better. She didn’t want to think that she wanted Connor’s interest. But from the first day they’d met, she’d been irresistibly drawn to him. Even when she tried to immerse herself in her old life, she was plagued with thoughts of him.


    “Didn’t you enjoy last night with Connor?” Alex prodded.


    “Why, because it looked like I did?”


    “No, because you could say no and he’d back off.”


    “Probably doesn’t matter anymore anyway, Alex. He was angry enough this morning that I’m certain there won’t be a repeat.”


    Alex laughed, his blue eyes shimmering with mirth. “You don’t know much about men, do you Jessa?”


    “Sorry, I haven’t made a study of both sexes like you have.”


    Alex chucked a wad of receipts at Jessa. “Take these back to Connor’s office for me, would you please? And while you’re there, why don’t you have a little chat with him. The two of you need to clear the air.”

  


  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Eight


    


    “Alex asked me to bring these to you.” Jessa tossed the stack of receipts on Connor’s desk and turned to walk out.


    “You don’t have to run away. I promise I’m done growling.”


    She had been about to hustle out of the room, but his words stopped her. Jessa turned and allowed herself a long look at him. Connor seemed tired. He’d set aside his charcoal gray dress shirt and wore a black wife beater with his usual black pants.


    It was the first time Jessa had ever seen his arms totally bare. Connor’s shoulders were impressive by any standards. Each muscle was well defined beneath his smooth caramel colored skin. It was hard to resist the temptation to touch. Jessa hadn’t gotten the chance to run her hands all over him the night before. And she wondered if he was as satiny as he looked.


    “You aren’t a cheap slut, Jessa.”


    His words drew her back to his face. Connor’s hell-black eyes softened when she met his gaze. Jessa thought back to the moment she’d thrown that thought at him. It wasn’t really how she felt. But she’d already been uncertain about their status after the night before. And his callous attitude had hurt.


    “Then what am I, Connor?”


    One corner of his sensuous mouth tilted up. “You’re a damned attractive woman.”


    “Don’t give me that. I’ve seen the women who come in here and try to catch your eye. I may be naïve, but I’m no idiot.”


    Connor unfolded his body from the chair, “No, not an idiot. Not naïve either, not really. But definitely unaware of your own desirability.”


    Jessa swallowed, but her mouth went suddenly dry. Connor was staring at her as if he intended to repeat their experience. Repeat it, or expand upon it.


    


    * * *


    


    Jessa really had no idea. There wasn’t a hint of the usual feminine guile in her expression. No games, no traps, and no expectations were reflected in her wide hazel eyes. A slow grin spread across Connor’s face. She was beginning to look faintly alarmed.


    “Do you have any idea what you do to me, woman?”


    “No.”


    Connor grabbed her hand and pressed it against the growing bulge in his crotch. “Every time I see you I get a hard on so fierce I can hardly walk upright.”


    Her face paled.


    “The way you look, your smell, the way you feel, and the way you tasted last night,” Connor groaned. “I can’t get it out of my mind.”


    “So you aren’t mad at me anymore?” she asked in a bare whisper.


    “If I was mad it was because I was afraid you weren’t going to come back.”


    “Why do you care?”


    He chuckled, “Because we aren’t finished.”


    Jessa didn’t pull away when he grabbed her. It wouldn’t have mattered. Connor was done waiting. He wanted to bury his cock in her pussy. His erection was already thick, swollen with his need, and ready to plunge balls-deep into her wet heat.


    But first, Connor had to make her want it as badly as he did.


    “You should stop.”


    “Maybe I should.”


    “So stop.”


    “Are you sure that’s what you want, Jessa?”


    He pressed her back against his chest and wrenched her head to gain access to her neck. Despite her verbal protests, she tilted her head to give him better access. Chuckling beneath his breath, Connor kissed a trail of hot fire from her pulse point to her collarbone.


    She squirmed in his grip, her sweet backside rubbing along the ridge of his cock. Connor hissed in agony and plunged his hands beneath her soft cotton top. He drew it over her head and tossed it aside.


    The smooth expanse of skin on her belly was tanned from the sun. A faint line of white peeked out from beneath her bra. Impatient to see her gorgeous breasts, Connor snapped the clasp on the flimsy garment and pulled it away. Her full breasts bounced when freed. The movement ripped a deep groan from the pit of Connor’s belly.


    “So fucking beautiful,” he growled as he cupped their weight in his hands.


    His words alone drew her nipples into taut buds. Connor suckled each pink peak while running his big hands down her smooth back to the base of her spine. Jessa grabbed the back of his head and drew him closer, her nails scoring his bare scalp.


    Connor gently pried the elastic band from her ponytail and stabbed his hands through the silken mass as it fell over her back and shoulders. Settling himself against the desktop, he used the fingers anchored in her thick hair to pull her forward.


    Her full breasts mashed against his chest, nipples rubbing over his tank top.


    “Take it off,” she murmured. “I want to feel your skin.”


    Connor helped her to pull the soft cotton over his head and was rewarded by her fingers running lightly over the bare skin of his abdomen. A hot mouth latched onto one of his nipples and Connor stifled a shout.


    His cock was demanding release. Her hands were everywhere, testing the texture of his skin, rolling his nipples between her fingers and teeth until Connor thought he would die from his lust.


    Connor forcefully took control of the situation. He held her paralyzed in his grip while discarding her slacks and panties in one desperate yank. When he could feast his eyes on her naked body, he paused.


    Jessa was feminine beauty personified. Soft, heavy breasts gave way to a flat tummy that widened with a gentle flare to her ample hips before lengthening into a pair of legs long enough to wrap all the way around Connor’s waist.


    Connor settled his hands on her hips and pulled her into the bulge of his long, heavy erection. A part of him wanted to pull his cock out and beg her to take his length in her mouth. But he’d waited too long to feel the molten heat of her pussy.


    She read his mind, fumbling with his buttons and zipper. When her hands gripped his waistband and pulled, Connor met Jessa’s hazel gaze. The hot desire in her eyes was a direct reflection of his.


    There was no place to lie down in his office. It wasn’t going to stop Connor. He pushed her roughly against the desk, bending her over so that her breasts pressed against his desktop. He used one foot to spread her legs further apart. Jessa’s back arched and her rounded ass pointed enticingly upward.


    Connor ran one hand over the soft flesh of her ass and used the other to spread her cheeks and bare her slit. She cried out, a high pitched sound that severed more of Connor’s tenuous hold on his self restraint.


    She was hot and wet and pulsing. Creamy juice coated Connor’s fingers and he rubbed them up and down her slick cunt just to listen to the wet noise they made. Every stroke of his hand sent fissures of shock across Jessa’s bent body. She lifted her head and turned to look over her shoulder.


    The sight of her waiting for him was almost more than Connor could handle. His bouncing cock was straining toward her sweet pussy almost on its own. Connor pressed three fingers into her slick vagina all at once. She convulsed around his hand and whimpered as he stretched his hand wide to prepare her for the length and width of his fully engorged cock.


    “Connor I can’t take this,” she muttered brokenly.


    “Wait for me Jessa baby. It’ll be worth it, I promise.”


    Bracing himself to be gentle, Connor positioned his body behind hers and guided the crown of his cock toward her drenched pussy. He forced himself to go slow as he began the maddening press into her hot flesh.


    Her vagina stretched as he pushed into its heat. The ribbed muscles of her pussy walls eagerly welcomed him. Connor ground his teeth together to keep from slamming the rest of way inside her softness.


    She was so fucking sweet. Hotter and tighter than he’d ever imagined in his wildest dreams. Finally fully seated inside Jessa until his balls rested against her swollen flesh, he pulled out just enough to slam back in.


    She squealed, bouncing on the desktop and writhing against him. Connor nearly lost himself to her wet pussy in that one thrust. Forcing his brain to regain control, he pulled back and thrust home again, repeating the rhythm until she was wailing beneath him, sobbing with each thrust.


    Reaching down, Connor found her clit and began to rub it relentlessly. Using two fingers, he straddled the tiny nub and forced Jessa’s body to climb higher and higher in ecstasy.


    She came in a rush of sweet, hot cream that drenched his balls and his hand. Sweat ran in rivulets down his chest and arms as Connor forced himself to keep control. He wasn’t done fucking her yet. He’d never be done. He wanted to bury his cock in her hot cunt until the world ended. Connor wanted to fuck her again and again until he died of the sweet torture.


    The ribbed muscles of her vagina drew tighter and tighter around his throbbing cock until Connor feared he might explode. A trickle of sweat ran down her spine, pooling at the base before disappearing into the long crevice of her sweet ass.


    Connor wasn’t going to last much longer. He was too wound, too immersed in this incredible woman taking every inch of his shaft and crying his name as she crested each wave of pleasure. Pulling his cock from her cunt with a sucking pop, Connor spun her around.


    “You’re going to look in my eyes when I fill your pussy with my cum, Jessa.”


    Connor sat on the desk, picked her up, and impaled Jessa’s pussy with one smooth motion. Her back arched, and she was instantly lost in another mind-blowing climax. He settled her legs around his waist, ignoring the sound of papers flying off the desk. Clasping her hips in his big hands, Connor ground into her wet heat.


    She welcomed each thrust with a whimper as he bore down with renewed intensity. His balls drew tight. The muscles in his abdomen flexed rock hard against the fierce pace he was setting.


    Connor captured her gaze, forcing her to meet his unflinching stare. Her hazel eyes were cloudy with passion, dazed and sated and desperate all at once.


    A look of sheer wonder crossed her face when Connor sprayed hot cum into her sopping wet vagina. He strained as hard as he dared to pull her down onto his cock while he thrust upwards into her creamy cunt to spill every last bit of his hot seed deep into her welcoming body.


    Right then, right there, she was his. It didn’t matter if she realized it or not, Jessa Kincaid belonged to him.

  


  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Nine


    


    She should’ve been embarrassed or sorry or something. Jessa had bent over her boss’s desk like a wanton freak and let him fuck her until she screamed. The word “no” hadn’t even crossed her mind, let alone her lips. Worse still, Jessa had enjoyed every wicked second of Connor’s masterful possession of her body.


    That wasn’t even the shameful part. Now, every time she thought of what they had done on Connor’s desktop, she was wet and willing all over again. The mid-life crisis excuse was beginning to wear thin. This was turning into something else.


    No matter how many times Jessa had gone over the incident in her brain, she’d arrived at the same conclusion. She’d wanted Connor. She’d been thankful for every thrust, moan, and scream between them. Now she wanted more.


    The glasses on the tray clinked harshly as her hands clenched involuntarily. Shaking the sensual haze from her brain, Jessa carefully placed her load of beer mugs and shot glasses on the bar. Swiping the back of her arm across the perspiration coating her forehead, Jessa took a look around the room.


    In the beginning, her worry had been that she’d be too obvious gawking at the wild activity inside the bar. That didn’t bother her anymore. Jessa was more concerned that she was going to trip over her own feet because her eyes were shamelessly glued to Connor’s massive frame standing sentinel at the door.


    “Are you okay, Jessa?” Alex asked, nudging her shoulder. “You look distracted.”


    An unladylike snort made Jessa cover her face in chagrin.


    Alex’s low laughter didn’t help her uneasiness. The crowd had thinned out and he took the opportunity to throw back a few shots of sweet smelling orange liqueur while lounging against the counter.


    “Is it always like this?” Jessa asked suddenly.


    “Like what?”


    “There aren’t any rules here.”


    “Not the usual kind, no. But we have rules.”


    “Yeah, Connor said everybody involved has to be willing.”


    Alex nodded and ran his hands through tousled blonde curls.


    “But how can it work? I thought places that let you do…” Jessa struggled to put words to the actions going on around her.


    “You’re thinking of fancy swingers’ clubs. Those places full of beds and couches and people with tons of money.”


    “I guess so.”


    Alex shrugged. “Poor people want to have fun too.”


    Jessa had no response to that. Will made good money. They were comfortable, more than comfortable. But the size of her credit card limit had very little to do with her personal tastes, although it seemed to determine what was appropriate and what was not.


    “How important is it to let go and just be yourself, Jessa?” Alex asked softly.


    “I’m not sure.”


    His low laugh sent chills racing up and down her spine. “There should be nothing more important in your life than knowing who you are, love. Even if you can’t show that face to the world all of the time you have to have a place you can let it all hang out.”


    Jessa thought about her brunch that morning with Kitty, Georgia, Courtney, and Anne. She remembered how stifled she felt in her prim knit pantsuit. But was it the pantsuit that made her stifled? Or was it who she felt she had to be while she wore it?


    “People go to work every day and pretend, Jessa,” Alex murmured. “When they come here, they stop pretending. Some want to play. Others want to watch. And still others want to be watched.”


    Across the room Jessa’s eyes were drawn to a burly construction worker. He sat in a hard-backed chair, gripping the naked ass of a buxom woman with short mouse-brown hair, who rode his cock as if there were no other place she’d rather be.


    Alex’s eyes followed her gaze. “That guy has to take orders from his foreman all day long. But here, he’s king of the world. And her? She probably spends all day pretending she is a sexless woman with no thoughts or emotions of her own. She’s probably not much to look at. But right now, she’s hotter than fire and she’s rocking his world.”


    Jessa was reminded of the country club set’s pastime of judging everyone who walked through the door. It was a place where the cut of your swimsuit could affect you for years. And whom you chose to have an affair with determined your permanent place in the pecking order.


    Phoenix Rising was completely different. Nobody seemed to be judging anyone else. Jessa could see several other people casting appreciative glances at the construction worker and the woman riding his cock. There was no judgment in their gazes, only arousal.


    That didn’t make any of it right. You couldn’t spend your whole life flaunting the rules of decent society, could you?


    Alex moved back toward the bar, leaving Jessa alone with her twisted thoughts. One part of her wanted to revel in the thought of limitless freedom. Freedom from the obsessive calorie counting and self-loathing that made Jessa feel dowdy and undesirable. Freedom to do and say whatever she wanted, to be the woman she was before convention forced her to grow up. The other part of her brain was convinced there was no such thing.


    “Phoenix Rising isn’t just a name.”


    Jessa whipped around. She’d been so involved in her inner turmoil that she hadn’t even heard Connor approach. She considered his statement. “I assumed the name has something to do with the anything-goes atmosphere.”


    “No.”


    Jessa stared up into his face. Connor’s limitless black eyes beckoned, the depths gleaming like shards of obsidian in the dim overhead lighting. Her breath nearly caught in her throat.


    The hint of a smile pulled up one corner of his generous mouth. “Haven’t you ever felt it Jessa?”


    “Felt what?” His proximity was making it difficult for her to remember exactly what they were discussing.


    His hands clamped on her hips. A rush of heat flooded Jessa’s pussy. She ceased paying attention to anything in the room but Connor. Her breath was coming in pants. He leaned down until his mouth was pressed against the shell of her ear. “As if everything you ever were is burned away, until nothing remains but ashes.”


    Jessa gasped, his words sending her body up in flames of desire.


    “But before the wind can scatter those ashes, you’re reborn, given a second chance to be the person you were meant to be from the very beginning.”


    His words drifted through the haze of pleasure, touching her very soul. Every inhibition and insecurity crumbled. Nineteen years of proper conditioning burned away in the heat of Connor’s onslaught. Only the two of them remained.


    Mindless with desire, Jessa’s hands found Connor’s arms as she told him without words what she needed.


    His fingers flexed into the flesh of her hips. Her nipples puckered, peaking beneath her shirt as a fresh rush of cream soaked her panties. Jessa’s mind struggled to grasp what Connor was suggesting, but her body wanted nothing more than to respond to his touch.


    Connor stabbed his hands beneath the waistband of her slacks and cupped her ass. Jessa’s body pressed against his, her pelvis cradling his massive erection as Connor groaned and bucked his hips.


    “God Jessa, you’re so fucking soft.”


    “You’re not,” she whispered reverently.


    “I need you, Jessa. I need your cunt wrapped around my cock.”


    The molten desire in Connor’s explicit words made her squirm against him. Jessa’s hands fluttered against his sides a she tried to decide what to do next. But desire quickly overrode caution, and Jessa yanked his shirt from his pants. Sliding her hands beneath it, she reveled in the feel of the satin smooth skin covering Connor’s rippling abdominals.


    Reality kicked in when the cool leather of a barstool made contact with Jessa’s suddenly and inexplicably naked backside. A little freedom was a wonderful thing, but Jessa had to draw the line somewhere. She couldn’t understand why this man seemed to be able to wipe away her inhibitions and good sense with a kiss and a touch. But he had. And Jessa had to stop it.


    “No, Connor.”


    “No?”


    The velvet-wrapped gravel of his deep voice called forth another hot wave of lust. Jessa’s womb clenched in anticipation. “We can’t do this here.”


    “Why not?”


    He hadn’t stopped touching her. Connor’s big hands pushed her slacks past her knees until they pooled with the shoes lying on the floor.


    Those were her shoes. How did he get her shoes off without her noticing?


    Connor nudged her back and pressed his full lips to her jaw. His hot tongue traced fire down the column of her throat to her collarbone. Jessa’s mouth opened involuntarily in a soundless struggle for breath. She couldn’t stop. Her body wanted to react, consequences be damned. Their iron wills dueled for supremacy as Jessa battled him fiercely, trying desperately to make him stop, and managing to fan the flames higher, instead.


    She finally managed to pull away. “No!”


    Connor’s response was to pull her blouse over her head and toss it aside. He roughly palmed her breasts through the thin white cotton of her sensible bra. Jessa’s next protest died a quiet death as her head lolled back.


    His teeth nipped one peaked nipple before rolling it between his fingers. Jessa arched wildly, wanting more. Connor rumbled against her puckered skin, a sound of naked arousal. His hand snaked around her side and freed her breasts. The bra dropped soundlessly to the floor.


    Connor pressed her breasts together and laved his tongue over each nipple in turn. Jessa’s breath hitched, and she flung her head back. She wanted more.


    “Open your eyes,” he rumbled, hands still shaping her breasts.


    Jessa’s eyelids fluttered. She was sitting naked on a stool with her back pressed against the bar. She barely registered her explicit position. All her focus was directed at Alex. The striking bartender leaned languorously against the counter behind her. The fly of his jeans was wide open. One hand restlessly clutched a bottle of top shelf scotch. The other pumped his thick shaft up and down. His intense blue eyes were glued to Jessa. And his expression was unmistakable.


    Jessa squirmed, fighting Connor’s hold. Passion ran hot and heavy through her veins. But her innate shyness battled with this newfound sensuality. How could she lay here and let Connor pleasure her body while somebody else watched?


    “Let me go!” Jessa demanded huskily.


    Connor leaned forward. One strong hand held her captive. The other forced her to meet his hell-black eyes. The smoldering heat there burned Jessa to the core. She’d aroused a beast.


    Burned away and reborn from the ashes. That was how he’d described it. Jessa knew now it applied to the both of them.


    Her heart pounded. But underneath the fear and desperate denial was something else. She wanted him, wanted to be possessed, dominated, pulled kicking and screaming over the edge of her self-repression until the only things remaining were she and Connor, their sweat-slick bodies, and the aching need for completion.


    “Kiss me, Connor, before I change my mind.”


    Connor’s rolling chuckle reverberated off the walls and crashed over Jessa like a wave of brutal sexuality. “Watch Alex, Jessa. Can you see how aroused he is?”


    Her body plumped, blood rushing into her excruciatingly aroused skin. Jessa whimpered. Her eyes were glued to Alex’s thick erection as it disappeared and reappeared in his palm.


    Connor’s lips whispered over the sensitive shell of her ear. “Watch him.”


    Sight and sensation blurred inside Jessa’s brain. She was on sensory overload. Arousal drew Alex’s handsome face taut with lust. The crown of his cock turned a dusky purple. It gleamed in the dim lights as pre cum glistened on the tip, dribbling down the flange and disappearing beneath his big palm.


    Her body exploded to sudden climax, the muscles of her pussy undulating in waves that cursed the emptiness of her vagina, longing for the hot length of Connor’s cock. Jessa’s hips bucked, pressing against Connor’s palm as he ground the heel of it against the swollen hood of her clit.


    Propriety be damned, her first instinct was to beg him to fuck her senseless. But her pride balked, refusing to let her beg for a release in the sensual storm sweeping her body.


    Connor’s big hands bracketed her hips, tilting her body. The long, hard length of his erection slid against Jessa’s plump, wet labia. She melted against him, the creamy gush of juice enticing him to slip inside her pussy.


    Alex’s groan drew Jessa’s attention back to the gorgeous man watching every wave of desire sweep her body. His eyes shimmered cobalt, darkened by his increasing hunger for release. His shirt rested above his abdomen to give Jessa an unfettered look at the perfect span of smooth skin and rippling muscles above his cock. A trail of golden hair began at his navel before snaking downward and meeting with the slightly thicker hair surrounding his cock. His muscles were tightly clenched against the maelstrom of his desire. His testicles drew tighter. The long vein running the length of his cock pulsed, once, twice, three times. Alex’s eyes slid shut as his lower body convulsed. A thick stream of white cum spurted onto his stomach.


    “Oh!” Jessa gasped, mesmerized by the sight of Alex’s cum spread sexily over his stomach.


    “Now, Jessa,” Alex murmured. “Let me see your passion.”


    His words threw gasoline on the flames Connor carefully tended with his hands and mouth. Jessa gasped, arched her back, and was rewarded with the long thrust of Connor’s thick cock as he slid home.


    Connor’s hands firmly held her hips while he slid his cock in and out of her slick pussy in long, lingering strokes. The pace drove her mad. She wanted him to pound her until she exploded. Instead, he stroked her with precision. Each slide and play of his shaft rubbed against her pubic bone. The slow massage was steadily driving Jessa insane with desire.


    He lowered his mouth to her ear. “Beg me, Jessa.”


    Ladies didn’t beg. Especially not for sexual completion.


    “I can keep this up all night, baby. I could stroke every inch of you until your body is numb with pleasure.”


    A desperate cry passed Jessa’s lips before she could swallow it down.


    “I know you need more. You need it faster, harder, my balls slapping your ass while I pound my cock inside your cunt.”


    Another gasp she couldn’t catch. Jessa was burning with the need for climax.


    “Beg me, Jessa. Say the words.”


    Jessa squeezed her eyes tightly shut. A crest of heat burned her spine, trickling painfully down the backs of her legs. She was going to die. Connor was killing her.


    Her eyes snapped open. Connor’s black gaze fumed with unholy fire. “Please, Connor. Fuck my pussy; make me come.”


    Her words unleashed a torrent of brutal masculine power from deep inside Connor. Every protest, every inhibition, every reservation Jessa had ever experienced went up in the flames of Connor’s utter possession of her body.


    The rhythmic pounding drove her over the edge. It forced her to another peak and past, until she was mindless to anything but the feel of his hot cock sliding in and out of her vagina with ruthless intensity.


    The crescendo burst over them with one last thrust that made Jessa scream. Connor gripped the sides of her face, and Jessa trembled at the hellfire mirrored in his eyes as his pulsating cock branded her with a thick stream of hot cum.


    “Mine.” His growl was almost too low for Jessa to hear. She couldn’t even be certain he’d said it. But the possibility sent a new kind of heat lancing straight to Jessa’s belly.

  


  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Ten


    


    Connor braced one hand against the cool white porcelain sink and turned on the water. He splashed the ice-cold liquid liberally over his sweat-covered bare head. Droplets slid over his neck and pooled between his shoulder blades before slipping down his spine.


    He was surprised they didn’t sizzle.


    Teach her to let loose. Make her leave her damned sense of propriety at the door. That had been a great plan.


    But somewhere along Connor’s carefully plotted route, things had gone completely awry. He was not only affected. He was damn near as affected as Jessa. Never had he so completely let loose with a woman. And he thought he’d been so in control. Connor hadn’t felt such an intense desire for a woman in years. Every stroke was heaven.


    Then he had to go and make her beg.


    It had seemed so natural. He’d forced Jessa to let go of her pretensions, rendering her unable to cry coercion later on. She could never look back and say she was swept away. Not when he’d made her beg so prettily for him to finish it. But Connor had been wholly unprepared for his response to the sound of her sexy voice aching with need, asking him to take her to the heights of passion.


    And that was when he totally lost it.


    His knuckles gripped the sink until they were white with strain. Not even the icy water could cool the heat raging inside his body. He didn’t just want this woman. Fucking her pussy wasn’t enough. Connor wanted more. He was like an addict. A little taste would never be enough.


    She was strong and stubborn and beautiful and smart. She was a woman Connor could never grow tired of. And deep inside his scarred and twisted psyche, an urge to keep her forever was quickly taking over his rigid good sense.


    Because keeping her was such a great idea.


    Connor pushed away from the sink and reached for the clean T-shirt draped over the shower curtain. The thin fabric was cool against his flushed skin. Avoiding a glance at his reflection in the mirror, Connor turned off the light.


    “Connor?”


    Connor glanced at the luminescent face of his watch. “Isn’t it time for you to go home?”


    “It’s only two a.m.” Alex flopped onto the couch. “Used to be, we would just be getting started.”


    “I’m too old for that schedule, Alex.”


    Connor dropped to the floor and began a series of one-armed pushups. The exercise usually helped him wind down on a regular night. After tasting sweet heaven between Jessa’s thighs, Connor was just hoping to get himself back under control.


    It was hard not to feel the frank evaluation in Alex’s stare when Connor grunted his way to fifty, switched arms, and kept going. If Alex thought any louder, Connor’s ears would start ringing.


    “She’s an interesting puzzle, isn’t she?” Alex commented after several minutes of prolonged silence.


    “If you say so.”


    Another pause and then, “I think I’ll dip my hand in the cookie jar tomorrow night.”


    The vicious stab of fury caught Connor completely off guard. His arm crumpled and his body hit the wood floor with a dull thud. His eyes slid shut and he rested there for the span of three breaths before even trying to rise.


    He could not kill Alex. He had every right to have an interest in Jessa. She was just another woman. And God knew the two of them had enjoyed similar tastes in the past.


    “You okay, Connor? Have you gained a few pounds or something?”


    “Or something,” Connor muttered.


    “Honestly, if I worked all night and then came up here to punish myself with a few hundred crunches and pushups and God knows what else you torture yourself with, I’d hit rock bottom too.”


    Connor flung himself onto the loveseat. “It wouldn’t hurt you to do a few exercises to keep in shape, Alex.”


    “Oh I exercise. In fact, I did about a million pelvic thrusts tonight with Isabel. That’s got to be worth a couple thousand calories.”


    Connor rolled his eyes. “I didn’t see Isabel come in.”


    “Yeah, you were too involved with Jessa.”


    “Don’t you think Isabel will get pissed if you’re fucking around with Jessa behind her back?”


    Alex shrugged, “If she’s pissed about it, then our relationship has run its course.”


    “One of these days you’re going to get yourself into trouble.”


    “It’ll be a vengeful husband, not a woman scorned.”


    “I still don’t think you should try to start something with Jessa when you haven’t finished with Isabel. Jessa won’t understand. She hasn’t been around long enough.”


    Connor tried to remain still beneath the appraising look Alex raked over him. He knew it was completely out of character for him to try and talk Alex out of a woman. But Connor couldn’t help it. The idea of Alex and Jessa having a casual fling was unacceptable to him. And if he had to use Isabel as an argument, so be it.


    “Connor,” Alex began quietly, “what’s going on?”


    There wasn’t an answer to that question, so Connor didn’t even try. He levered himself off the loveseat and silently left the room instead. Alex didn’t try to call him back. Connor was glad.


    It was cool and dark inside his bedroom. Connor stripped naked and slid between the cotton sheets. He spent several minutes trying to get comfortable before heaving a great sigh and flopping onto his back, hands stacked beneath his head. Normally, the bed seemed on the small side. Tonight it felt empty. Connor didn’t even want to examine the why of that phenomenon.


    Jessa’s expression had been mixed when she left after their erotic love play against the bar. Connor knew she’d been relieved that it was only she, him and Alex in the bar when their arousal abated and the world stopped spinning out of control. And though Connor wanted to awaken her understanding of just how erotic it could be to exhibit raw passion and desire in front of a roomful of people, he didn’t want to push her too far. It had been a huge concession for Jessa to let Connor spread her legs and take her there in front of Alex and the few remaining customers at one a.m. on a slow night. Any more would’ve been a setback of epic proportions.


    But when the passion had burned away and left the woman and the man still locked in a sensual embrace, Connor hadn’t wanted to let go. And that wasn’t the normal way of things for him.


    A good thorough fucking, down and dirty, as fulfilling as sex could ever be, was followed by a casual word and a wave. That was the way Connor operated. Alex wined and dined and made promises nobody expected him to keep. Connor simply left.


    So why had he lingered to help Jessa dress before making certain she made it safely to her car? He’d even watched her taillights disappear into the darkness of night. How was he supposed to interpret that? It’d been damned uncomfortable. Neither of them had known what to say. He was no good at idle conversation. And Connor had been preoccupied with fighting the urge to pull her close for a thorough kissing before dragging her upstairs and keeping her busy in his bed all night long.


    Kissing her would be the equivalent of flirting with insanity.


    Personal hang-ups rarely made sense. And Connor’s unspoken rule about kissing on the mouth was no exception. It was a simple rule. He didn’t do it. How a simple kiss on a woman’s mouth was more intimate than a slow, languorous taste of her feminine core was beyond Connor’s ability to explain. But it was true.


    Although, considering the way he wanted to kiss Jessa, it wasn’t hard to comprehend.


    Kissing Jessa wouldn’t be intimate. It would be soul searing. He’d nearly lost the war raging in his mind when Jessa had asked him to kiss her. It was a simple request that nearly torn him in two.


    He needed a new plan, preferably something that took perspective into consideration.


    Jessa needed to let loose. She needed to forget the asshole husband who’d turned his back on something he couldn’t possibly understand the value of. She needed someone to unleash the fiery temptress locked inside her. She needed Connor. And Connor needed to keep his head.


    He blinked in the darkness, eyes staring unfocused at the ceiling. Seducing Jessa was fine. It didn’t matter where or when. Connor couldn’t let her continue to deny her own innate sensuality.


    But it had to stop there. Seduce her, fuck her, and get her out of his system. Because when it was all said and done, Connor wasn’t the man for her. And therein lay the double-edged blade. Jessa was beauty and light and passion personified. And when she realized that, it would be time for Connor to step away.


    After all, a woman like Jessa didn’t belong with an ex-convict like Connor.

  


  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Eleven


    


    Jessa had stopped keeping a tally of her own inappropriate behavior. It was too exhausting. She was going to have to accept that when she was anywhere near Connor, everything from her vocabulary to her self-image got downright sassy.


    She could still smell him all over her body when they were getting ready to close for the night. The scent of his sweat and cum permeated every cell of her body until Jessa was enveloped in Connor’s essence.


    Of course, there was no better place to be. He’d fucked her until she couldn’t imagine not being completely satisfied. But she wasn’t. All night long, Jessa saw him from across the room, met his eyes, and caught him staring shamelessly at her as she worked. It was all she could do not to stride across the bar, flinging off her clothes as she went. Jessa wanted to bend over the nearest table and beg him to do it all over again.


    “Hey, sex kitten, have a drink.” Alex pushed a bottle of beer into her hand, interrupting her daydream.


    “Rough night, huh?”


    Alex took a long swig from his own bottle. “Not really. It seemed pretty normal to me.”


    “All I want is a nice hot shower.”


    Alex paused, bottle against his full, curved lips. “Well, you’re the one who decided to start your shift sporting the freshly-fucked look.”


    Jessa blinked in surprise.


    “C’mon, don’t act like you thought it was a secret, Jessa. You were loud enough to bring down the house.”


    She flushed scarlet to the roots of her brown hair. “Please shut up.”


    “Actually, I don’t mind listening to your screams.”


    Jessa set the bottle on a table and covered her flaming face with her hands.


    “But I have to tell you that Connor’s yells and groans just don’t do it for me.”


    Jessa made a valiant effort at a comeback, “No guy-on-guy for you, huh?”


    “Not unless there’s a sweet piece of feminine ass between me and him.”


    “Speaking of Isabel,” Connor interjected as he approached with a frosty bottle of water in his hand. “Where is she tonight?”


    Though Alex seemed unbothered by Connor’s implications, Jessa was fascinated. Did they actually share women like that? And why did that thought excite her instead of disturb her?


    Alex shrugged and took another long pull from his bottle. “I kind of thought she’d be here by now, but you know how it is.”


    “He might, but I don’t,” Jessa prodded, hopping up and settling her backside comfortably on the table.


    Alex ran a hand through his already tousled blonde curls. “It’s just a casual relationship, Jessa. No strings, no agreements, no attachments, you know.”


    No, she really didn’t. But Jessa kept silent and took a swallow of beer. She was feeling pleasantly buzzed. Not just because of the beer, but also the shots she’d done with a customer only fifteen minutes before close.


    “I have to say, Jessa, I’m rather impressed with the amount of alcohol you’ve put away tonight.”


    She flushed, wondering if it was pathetic to be flattered by such a backhanded compliment. “I wasn’t always a good girl, you know.”


    “No,” Alex drawled. “I don’t know. Why don’t you tell me?”


    The moment of bravado passed, leaving insecurity in its wake. “I had a year of college before I settled down.”


    Alex nudged her arm. “Aha, so the reformed party girl is backsliding, hmm?”


    “I suppose even boring women like me were young once upon a time.”


    “Young and old have nothing to do with it, Jessa,” Connor rumbled.


    His uncanny gaze ripped right through her defenses and left Jessa utterly exposed. The air between them snapped with electricity. But just when things began to descend into that place just beyond her comfort level, Alex fidgeted.


    “Well,” Alex leapt to his feet. “Since we’re all here with nothing better to do…”


    He let the sentence hang, but Connor rolled his eyes and chuckled. “What’s it going to be this time?”


    “There are breasts in the room, Connor. What do you think I want to do?”


    “Better ask her first.”


    “Would the two of you stop talking about me as if my breasts didn’t come with a brain?”


    Both Connor and Alex smiled and laughed. But it wasn’t the sound of Alex’s laughter that made butterflies explode in Jessa’s stomach. Feeling slightly drunk and more than a little reckless, Jessa reached out a hand to Connor.


    His long fingers laced smoothly with hers. Jessa tugged him toward her seat on the table.


    “What?” he asked, warm black eyes gazing into her face.


    “Tell me what he’s doing.”


    Connor turned to look at the bar. Alex was already rummaging around for clean shot glasses, his favorite top-shelf liqueur, and a bottle of Tequila.


    “Give it a minute and he’ll tell you.”


    “What on earth does it have to do with my breasts, Connor?”


    Connor chuckled, low and deep, the sound drawing forth a shiver of sensation from deep inside Jessa’s body. How had he managed to take over her senses so fully in so short a time? They’d only had to fuck once, and she was so gone, Jessa wasn’t sure she’d ever recover.


    “Trust me when I swear I would never let any harm come to your breasts,” Connor murmured.


    As if to reinforce his point, he slid his cool hands beneath her shirt and cupped the body parts under discussion. Jessa closed her eyes and let the sensations wash over her like warm rain.


    Alex cleared his throat. “I’m not interrupting anything am I? Do you guys need another private meeting in the office?”


    “No.” Connor grinned wickedly. “Anything we need to do can be accomplished right here.”


    “Okay, I’ll just ignore that since I don’t think it included me.” Alex pouted. “Can we get on with the shots?”


    “What shots?” Jessa still didn’t understand why they needed breasts for their little game.


    If Jessa had been a little more sober, she might have protested in earnest when Connor drew her top over her head and tossed it aside. As it was, the shock of cool air against her bare skin was distracting enough.


    “What in the world are you doing, Connor? Give me that back!”


    “That’s the game, Jessa,” Alex explained. “We compete to see how many shots we can drink from between your breasts without spilling.”


    “And if you spill it?”


    His grin was pure orneriness. “We lick it up.”


    Jessa slanted Connor a curious look to see what he thought of this idea. But his face was calm. “What about me? Neither of you have breasts. I think it’d be kind of hard to try and grab a shot glass out of your crotch with my mouth.”


    “Oh, but the joy of watching you try,” Alex quipped. “You don’t have to participate in this contest. It’s just for me and Connor.”


    “That’s not fair.”


    “Love, with Connor’s tolerance for hard liquor you’d be too passed out for us to finish our little contest.”


    “I don’t think I want to be sober for this anyway,” Jessa mused. “It sounds embarrassing.”


    “Never that,” Connor rumbled.


    It was heady and arousing and dirty and raw and she should’ve been dying of embarrassment. But Jessa couldn’t bring herself to tell them no or stop. She wanted this. It was a feeling of feminine power she’d never experienced before.


    Connor and Alex were ridiculous. They threw their efforts into the contest with the eagerness of men with little boy egos. Even as they both took turns bending over her half-naked body at absurd angles to put shot glass after shot glass into their mouths. Jessa couldn’t help but laugh. But when one of them spilled and the liquid would stream over her skin only to be lapped up by a male tongue, Connor was the only one who truly affected her.


    Jessa could’ve sworn he was losing on purpose. And every time his tequila dribbled down her chest, he would tilt her over his arm and lovingly lave the cleft between her breasts. Without fail her heart would pound, her palms would sweat and her pussy would clench with desire. She wanted more than his tongue between her breasts. She wanted his cock between her legs.


    By three a.m., Alex was three sheets to the wind and Jessa was right there with him having consumed more than her share of Alex’s sweet orange liqueur. Connor alone was still coherent, though he’d downed almost a fifth of tequila.


    “You know Jessa,” Alex mused from his resting spot across three bar tables they’d shoved together. “It’s really not fair that Connor’s the only one who gets to see how sweet you really are.”


    “Wow Alex, was that a pickup line you just tried on me?” Jessa said through a fit of giggles.


    Connor lifted his head. “No, I think he was just whining. He’s always been good at that.”


    “Oh look, Jessa.” Alex rolled toward her. “You’ve got some liqueur on your bra. Let me help you take it off.”


    Jessa didn’t expect him to reach over and unclasp the thing. But he did. It fell open, spilling her breasts into the open. Jessa blinked stupidly in surprise as Alex dropped his half-empty bottle of liqueur to the floor, palmed her breast, and popped her nipple into his mouth.


    Time froze briefly as Jessa watched, fascinated, while Alex hungrily devoured first one flushed areola and then the other. Still dazed, she turned her head to search for Connor.


    He was stretched out along her other side. His black eyes sought hers and held. It was odd, but Jessa sensed he was letting her decide. That this was her choice and he would let it go until she decided it was enough. But there was something else in that gaze as well. An unknown stirring that told Jessa in no uncertain terms that there would be a point where Alex might cross the line and Connor would vehemently voice his objections.


    “So fucking sweet, Jessa,” Alex murmured against her belly as he followed the trail of alcoholic residue.


    Connor stirred at Jessa’s side. He slowly reached out to unfasten the button and zipper on her slacks. His eyes never broke contact with hers. One large hand slid maddeningly beneath the waistband and rested on her mons.


    Jessa had the odd sensation that Connor was subtly defining boundaries. Because while Alex ran his hands and tongue all over her breasts, belly and neck, he never once ventured lower.


    “Get a move on, Connor,” Alex murmured hoarsely, her nipple still clenched between his white teeth. “I want to see the whole package.”


    Connor lifted her hips and slid her slacks and panties further down her legs. Aching for his touch, Jessa’s legs fell open immediately. Her eyes sought his again, pleading for him to satisfy her one more time.


    She would always need one more time with Connor.


    “She’s begging for it, Connor.” Alex groaned. “Touch her.”


    Connor’s long fingers slid between her labia and dipped deep inside her creamy center. Jessa arched back, thrusting her nipple further into Alex’s mouth as Connor finger fucked her sopping wet pussy.


    She’d never been so turned on. Connor’s clever fingers drew magic circles around her clitoris and Alex’s mouth tormented her taut nipples. It was a short trip to her first rocking orgasm.


    “C’mon, I want to smell her. Let me taste her just once, Connor.”


    “No.” His answer reverberated around the bar and reached through Jessa’s pleasurable haze.


    The intense satisfaction Jessa received from Connor’s possessive nature tossed her instantly into another orgasm. She writhed on the tabletop and began convulsing around Connor’s hand while whimpering and pushing her heavy breasts into Alex’s face.


    “Then fuck her, Connor,” Alex demanded in a strained voice. “I want to see her cum again.”


    Connor stood up and pulled Jessa roughly away from Alex to the edge of the table. He tugged her into a sitting position before her panties and slacks slid to the floor in a little pile over her discarded shoes. He hastily pulled his cock from his trousers and without further preamble, Connor buried himself to the hilt in Jessa’s hot slit.


    Jessa was on fire. Connor’s thick, fully engorged cock stretched her pussy beyond limits. Every inch of her vagina was screaming from the sudden invasion. He had always begun with his fingers to make her ready for his huge shaft. Jessa sensed on some level that Connor was making a bold statement with his abrupt claiming. But she was too swept up in the passion to make sense of his reasons.


    Alex crouched behind Jessa. He used his hands to knead her swollen breasts before sliding them lower to grasp her hips. Rocking with the pace set by Connor’s cock inside Jessa’s pussy, Alex dry humped the cleft of her ass. Murmuring erotic nonsense into Jessa’s ear, his desperate cries thrust Jessa into another climax.


    A primal hum from deep inside Connor rattled Jessa’s bones. Hands clutching his biceps, she felt his muscles bunch before he lifted her off the table and away from Alex.


    “Finish on your own,” Connor ordered in a low growl.


    Jessa didn’t have time to linger on Alex’s dazed expression before her back was slammed against the wall. She automatically wrapped her long legs around Connor’s waist as he braced himself and began to fuck her in earnest.


    “Look at me, Jessa.”


    She tried desperately to focus on his face.


    “Who’s fucking you?”


    “You are.”


    “Say it!” he roared.


    “Connor! You’re fucking me, Connor. OhmiGod, please don’t stop!” she wailed.


    Heat flooded her sex and the muscles of her vagina clenched tightly around the throbbing hardness of Connor’s cock. Jessa’s breath caught in her throat and stars burst behind her eyelids.


    Finally, with one forceful thrust Connor ended it. Jessa could’ve sworn she felt his cum spraying the inside of her vagina. The sensation snapped her into another climax, and both she and Connor rode the undulating waves of her pussy as the frenzied feeling began to subside.


    Connor pressed his forehead to hers. “Look at me, Jessa.”


    She couldn’t have looked away if she wanted to.


    “Some other man might touch you. He might even bring you pleasure.” Connor’s voice was almost an animalistic growl. “But he will never fuck your pussy. No one but me ever will again. Understand?”


    Jessa nodded. But confusion swamped her insides. If Connor and Alex didn’t do commitment, why was he so possessive?

  


  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Twelve


    


    Connor awoke with Jessa’s sweet naked ass pressed up against his groin. His head pounded a furious staccato beat and the light seeping through his blinds seemed like a nuclear explosion.


    He only vaguely remembered carrying Jessa up the stairs to the bedroom. Though Connor couldn’t recall what time it had been, he could remember Alex crashing on the living room couch afterward. Connor didn’t know how Alex had siphoned off his sexual frustration. He didn’t care, either.


    Alex should’ve never opened that can of worms. He’d known how Connor felt about sharing Jessa, knew how he’d react. Why would he push the issue?


    Jessa stirred beside him. A pang of tenderness hit him hard as Connor watched her hazel eyes blink experimentally before sliding shut again. A smile lifted the corners of her perfect mouth. Unable to resist, Connor brushed his fingers softly over her cheek.


    Connor eased Jessa carefully away from his body and settled her on the mattress. Jessa gave a little sigh and snuggled closer to his body even as Connor slid out of bed. He didn’t want to leave her, not then, not ever. But there was something he had to do.


    Alex was sprawled on the sofa with his mouth hanging open. A grin tugged unbidden at Connor’s mouth. He’d lost track of how many times Alex had spent the night on the couch after one drink too many. If the apartment had been just a little larger Connor would’ve suggested Alex move in. They’d always been more brothers than friends.


    But now there was Jessa. And Connor was faced with a reality he could no longer ignore. Something about Jessa Kincaid completed Connor in a way he’d never known was possible. And not even the threat to his friendship with Alex could deter him from pursuing this newfound wonder.


    Connor nudged Alex with his foot. “Hey.”


    One blue eye opened and focused blearily on Connor’s face. “Fuck you.”


    “C’mon. Just give me a minute to explain.”


    Alex sucked in a ragged breath. “There’s really not much to explain, Connor. I get it.”


    “Then I’m glad one of us does,” Connor grumbled as he sank to the floor.


    “She’s good for you, Connor.”


    “That’s debatable.”


    “No, she is,” Alex persisted. “I’ve seen you smile more in the last week than you have in the last six years.”


    “I barely know her, Alex. How can I be so…”


    “Attached?”


    “Affected.”


    Alex considered his words carefully before speaking. “Emotion isn’t predictable. And you can never guess how you’ll react when you meet someone.”


    “But that’s now. What about later?”


    “Sometimes you have to take a chance that there will be a later.”


    Connor rubbed a hand down his face. “Why am I taking relationship advice from a guy who hasn’t had anything but a series of one night stands since high school?”


    “You aren’t like me, Connor.”


    “Thank God for small favors.”


    Alex gave him a cheeky grin. “You’re absolutely right. The world is too small for more than one of me.”


    “I’m sorry about last night. I never should have let things get so out of hand.”


    “No, I’m the one who’s sorry, Connor.” Alex’s expression sobered. “I think I was trying to push you into reacting. But I was a little too drunk to do it nicely.”


    They were silent for several minutes.


    “How much of that do you think Jessa will remember?” Alex wanted to know.


    “Enough to be angry at us?”


    “I dunno. She seemed to like it pretty well.”


    Connor made a noncommittal noise in the back of his throat.


    “You’ve got to talk to her, Connor. She needs to know the truth.”


    “Truth is never pretty.”


    “I think you might be surprised. I think Jessa Kincaid has some truths up her sleeve, too.”


    “You know I hate conversation.”


    “You don’t hate conversing with Jessa.”


    Connor had opened his mouth to argue when he realized Alex was right. He’d spoken more full sentences to Jessa in the short time he’d known her than he’d spoken to anybody but Alex in the last year.


    “Go on, you big idiot. Go back to bed so I can get a little more sleep.”


    Connor grunted and hefted himself up off the floor.


    “And keep the noise down. Some of us need our beauty rest.”


    


    * * *


    


    A pair of warm hands caressing her naked curves pulled Jessa from her warm cocoon of sleep. Blinking in the bright light, she managed to focus on the familiar features of Connor’s lazy smile as he looked down at her.


    “Where are we?”


    Connor chuckled. “My bedroom.”


    “Do I even want to know what happened last night?”


    “You, Alex, and I had a good time.”


    She put a hand over her eyes and gave a half-hearted laugh. “I think I’m starting to remember.”


    “Don’t tell me you regret it.”


    She seemed to consider this. “Not all of it.”


    “You’d best not regret the parts with me in them.”


    “Never.”


    Connor ran his hand down her arm and grasped her hand in his. Lifting it toward the light, he fingered the pale circle where her wedding ring had once been. Jessa pulled away when she realized what he was staring at.


    “Tell me what happened, Jessa.”


    “Why, does it matter?”


    “No. But I want to know why you’re the way you are. And I suspect he has a lot to do with it.”


    “What does that mean? The way I am? How am I?”


    Connor ran one hand down the curve of her body until it rested lightly on her bare hip. “You keep a tight leash on your desires, Jessa. I want to know why.”


    “Tight leash? You call last night a tight leash?”


    Connor chuckled. “I’d say the liquor had something to do with last night.”


    Jessa let the silence stretch long between them. She was curled into the curve of Connor’s big body. His heat both soothed and agitated her. How was it possible to feel this comfortable with a man she barely knew?


    It hit her hard and fast. Connor wasn’t really a stranger.


    He wasn’t. Connor was a kindred soul. He was a man who suffered from the same crippling emotional disassociation Jessa did. She wasn’t certain how she knew that, but the patterns of his behavior weren’t all that unlike hers. She’d stayed in a loveless marriage for nineteen years because it was a damn sight easier than setting out on her own.


    Connor never spent more than half a dozen nights with a woman. He never let them see who he was. He didn’t let down his guard or confide anything. It was only logical to assume that at some point he’d decided, just as Jessa had, that it was much easier to turn inward than to reach outward.


    Jessa finally took a quavering breath and answered him. “He ditched me for another woman. In fact, he’s living with her right now. She’s got kids already and she’s a helluva lot more good looking than I am.”


    “Bullshit.”


    She smiled and caressed the side of his face with her palm. The rough stubble was scratchy against her skin, but Jessa liked the contact anyway. “I hate to break it to you, big guy, but you’re the only one I’ve ever met who seems to prefer me to those waif-thin girls with no ass and fake tits.”


    Connor growled and rolled to his back. Locked in his embrace, Jessa rolled with him. His big, warm hands squeezed the globes of her ass and pulled her tightly into his body. The thick ridge of his erect cock pressed into her tummy and Jessa’s breath hitched with excitement.


    “That’s how fucking gorgeous you are to me, Jessa,” Connor said in his gravelly tone. “I can’t get rid of this hard on when you’re anywhere near.”


    Jessa took a moment to study him while settled so comfortably on top of his massive frame. Connor was hard and brutal and male. He should’ve intimidated the hell out of her. But he didn’t. Not since the moment he’d offered her a job without question. Since then, he’d irritated her and shocked her in turns. But he’d never once scared her.


    This man would never deliberately hurt her. Not physically, not emotionally and not even by proxy.


    “I didn’t care that Will left me,” Jessa confided softly.


    “Why not?”


    “I didn’t love him. I don’t think I ever loved him.”


    “Why marry him then?”


    “I was young and didn’t think there was any other choice.”


    Connor’s black eyes narrowed. “You were pregnant.”


    “I was when we married. But I couldn’t carry full term.” Jessa’s voice broke on an unexpected sob. “I never carried full term.”


    His hands left her ass, and he drew his arms around her in a comforting embrace that shattered the remnants of Jessa’s fragile emotional control. She laid her cheek flat against his rippling chest and cried until she had no more tears. Connor did nothing but rub her back and murmur nonsense words in his velvet voice until Jessa’s dry, wracking sobs began to subside.


    “None of that matters now, Jessa.”


    “Then why do I feel so defective?”


    “You weren’t defective. He was. He’s the one who didn’t take the time to appreciate what he had. Now you’re free.”


    “Am I really?”


    The sensuous twist of Connor’s full lips pulled a deep response from Jessa’s womb. A shiver slid down her spine and her body temperature suddenly leapt ten degrees. “You’re getting there,” he rumbled. “And I’m going to love every second of teaching you how to let loose.”


    “Like last night?” Jessa asked softly.


    Connor’s black eyes shot sparks. “No, that was a onetime thing. Alex won’t touch you again.”


    The question burned on her lips. She had to know.


    “I thought you and Alex did that kind of thing all the time.”


    “It didn’t matter when it was someone like Selena or Isabel. But I can’t watch someone else touch you, Jessa.”


    Jessa knew how difficult it was for Connor to admit what he no doubt viewed as a huge chink in his personal armor. She’d already sensed that when she’d looked to him for confirmation before continuing to allow Alex’s slow assault on her body.


    “I don’t want anyone else, Connor. I just want you.”

  


  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Thirteen


    


    For the second time in a week, Jessa pushed open the door of Accessories and More. Somewhere inside the store, an electronic bleep signaled the arrival of a customer. Jessa looked around, wondering if she was losing her mind. But there was no way she could make it through another shift in her clothes from the night before. One hour waiting tables in the bar was enough to cover her in irregular splotches of beer and hard liquor. An entire night followed by endless hours playing drinking games with Connor and Alex had left her clothes looking like the morning after Mardi Gras.


    “Can I help you with some…?” A wide smile crossed the Gothic Princess’ face when she saw Jessa. “Oh, it’s you.”


    “Yes, I suppose it is.”


    The Gothic Princess stared down at Jessa’s jumbled ensemble of Connor and Alex’s clothes. “Wow, that’s an interesting outfit.”


    “It’s okay, you can say it.”


    “You look like the morning after really great sex.”


    “Something like that,” Jessa admitted with a blush.


    “So you need clothes?”


    “I work at the bar just down there.”


    “Phoenix Rising?”


    “That’s the place.”


    “Rough night?”


    “Long night actually, and Connor suggested I might find some clothes here since there’s not a clothing store anywhere around.”


    One elegant black eyebrow arched high. “Connor Archuleta sent you here for clothes?”


    The name left Jessa at a momentary loss. Connor Archuleta? Of course Connor would have a last name. It was just stunning to realize she’d been screwing the man without even knowing his last name. What was the matter with her? When had she completely lost touch with reality?


    Jessa abruptly realized how bizarre the entire situation was. Not just because she needed clothes after a wild night of body shots with the two hottest males she’d ever seen. But because she’d come so far from the tight-assed society wife she’d been only a week before.


    How had she ever been happy with her and Will’s uptight way of life?


    “You know, I think I might have just the thing.”


    The Gothic Princess’s voice drew her back to the moment and Jessa realized how ridiculous it was not to know the poor girl’s name. “I’m Jessa Kincaid. I don’t think we’ve ever been officially introduced.”


    “I’m Morgan Talley.”


    Jessa hadn’t noticed the wide, friendly smile before. But Morgan’s infectious grin chased the remainder of Jessa’s shyness away. “I’m really glad to meet you.”


    “I didn’t realize Connor had hired a new waitress.”


    “I kind of fell into the job that other day I was here, actually.”


    Morgan nodded, her dyed black ponytail bobbing wildly, bangs swinging free around her pixie face. “I’m glad. They needed someone decent after that bitch Selena quit.”


    “You knew Selena?”


    “Downtown is kind of a small town, really. We all pretty much know what’s going on with everyone else. You’ll catch on quick.”


    “So you know Connor and Alex then?”


    Morgan’s face took on an impish look. “Well enough. Alex used to come in here a lot.”


    Morgan grabbed a box of new merchandise and dragged in into the middle of the floor. Tossing several items aside, she dug toward the bottom.


    Jessa leaned back against a counter and crossed her arms. “Used to, hmm?”


    “Yeah, things ran their course. You know how it goes.”


    “With Alex,” Jessa nodded emphatically. “I can imagine.”


    “But man, he was good.”


    A sudden thought made Jessa’s blood run cold. “So does Connor send girls over here for extra clothes a lot?”


    Something in Jessa’s tone caused Morgan to emerge from the box. She assessed Jessa with a pair of frank blue eyes. “Connor Archuleta hasn’t ever spent enough time around anyone for them to need extra clothes. He’s more of the wham, bam, thank you ma’am type. Or, I guess I should say he has been until now.”


    “What makes you say that?”


    Morgan rolled her eyes. “Oh come on. You can stand there and discuss Alex’s innumerable flings without batting an eyelash. But toss Connor into the mix and you clam up.”


    “Am I that transparent?” Jessa moaned.


    Morgan pulled a black and white mini skirt from the box and stood up. Though she was casing the store for more items, Jessa noticed a frown wrinkling the bridge of her nose that didn’t seem to have anything to do with Jessa’s need for an outfit.


    “I never expected to see you back here,” Morgan said quietly as she pulled a red satin thong off a rack and added it to the growing pile in her arms.


    “Why not?”


    “Because when I mentioned our frequent buyer program you had no idea what I was talking about.”


    Jessa’s cheeks flamed red hot. How had she managed to forget that little eye-opener in such a short time? “I was never naive enough to think my husband knew how to keep his pecker in his pants.”


    Morgan sent the heaping pile on the countertop next to Jessa. “I’m glad.”


    “He’d left me that day, just a couple of hours before I came in here.”


    A slow smile spread over Morgan’s face. “Bet you never realized what a good thing that was going to be, huh?”


    “No, at the time it felt like the world was ending.”


    Morgan picked up the plain red satin thong and twirled it around her finger. “Sweetie, things are just picking up.”


    Jessa eyed the pile of daring clothing on the counter and her smile slowly died. “I can’t wear this stuff, Morgan.”


    “Why not?”


    “Look at me! I’m not you.”


    “Good, because that would be creepy.”


    Jessa rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean. I’m not twenty anymore. Truth be told, I’m pushing forty.”


    Now it was Morgan’s turn to roll her eyes. “I never realized Connor was blind.”


    “Huh?”


    “Well, he’s either blind and can’t see you, or you’re crazy and he thinks you’re attractive.”


    “But I’m so…” Jessa gestured irritably to her ample hips, soft backside, and heavy breasts. “Big!”


    “Contrary to what pop culture would have us believe,” Morgan said, “men like a few curves on their women. And a guy like Connor would break a girl in two if she had one of those stick figures.”


    The mental image Morgan painted was outrageous. Jessa was helpless to stop her giggles. Eyebrows wiggling suggestively, Morgan dragged her to the dressing room and began to throw clothing over the door.


    Jessa wriggled into a short skirt before picking up something shaped as though it was meant to be worn on the top. She was at a loss as to how the garment actually worked.


    “I’ve got no idea how this goes on, Morgan. What if I end up wearing it upside down?”


    Morgan heaved a gigantic sigh and threw open the door. “Girlfriend, you need some adventure in your life.”


    Jessa yelped in surprise as Morgan stepped inside the room and began giving her the critical once over. The miniskirt had been a surprise, mostly because Jessa actually liked it. The black-and-white striped hounds-tooth pattern flattered her ample hips, and the wide, double-button waist made Jessa’s belly feel flatter.


    “Wear that thong, Jessa.”


    “It feels strange.”


    “You’ll like it if you give it half a chance.” Morgan slid Jessa a sly smile. “And I guarantee Connor will like it.”


    That decided Jessa instantly. Just thinking about Connor pulling up the hem of her short skirt and seeing the tiny scrap of satin resting between the cheeks of her ass was enough to get Jessa’s juices flowing.


    Morgan frowned and picked up the black garter belt. “Is this what you’re freaking about?”


    “Yes. You think I ran around in one of those at the country club?”


    They burst into peals of laughter at the picture of Jessa and her society bitch friends hiding daring lingerie beneath their IZOD cardigans and knit pants. Cinching the little contraption around Jessa’s hips, Morgan secured the stockings before arranging the miniskirt back into place.


    “Wow, do you have to take a class before you get a job here?”


    “No silly, I’ve loved this kind of clothing since middle school.”


    “That’s a scary thought.”


    “Well, I was never a very good girl.”


    “I think I envy you, Morgan. I can say from experience that being good can be worse than boring.”


    Morgan pulled Connor’s baggy T-shirt over Jessa’s head. “Dare I ask what happened to your bra?”


    Jessa frowned at the blotches left behind by uncounted shots of Tequila and orange Liqueur. “Connor and Alex happened.”


    “Body shots, huh?”


    The blush staining Jessa’s cheeks wasn’t as intense as before. Maybe she was finally getting used to all of this freethinking hedonism. That thought lasted long enough for Morgan to lovingly jiggle Jessa’s breasts into a better position inside her new black corset top. Heat streamed from her skin as Morgan made a few final adjustments to the straps over Jessa’s shoulders.


    “You’ve got great breasts, Jessa. Don’t squish them down there so nobody can see them.”


    Jessa blinked several times while trying to come up with something to say. Did she thank Morgan for the compliment or pretend it never happened?


    “Oh don’t look at me like that!” Morgan chided. “I don’t bat for the other team, if that’s what you’re wondering. But I’d never say no to a little bit of fun between friends, if you know what I mean.”


    “Really?” The word popped out of Jessa’s mouth before she could think twice about the way it would sound.


    Morgan only shrugged. “I like to feel good. Have you never experimented with your girlfriends?”


    “Um, let me think,” Jessa chuckled. “No.”


    “What a waste. I thought we all went through that phase at some point.”


    Jessa shook her head and lifted an eyebrow. She had been far too busy shoving herself into the perfect Stepford wife mold to experience anything like what Morgan described.


    “If you ever get the urge to experiment, Jessa, let me know.” Morgan leaned over and punctuated her offer with a lingering kiss on Jessa’s lips.


    The sensation was wild and Morgan tasted both sweet and strange. But the intense arousal whipping through Jessa’s body was completely foreign. It was an instant throb in her taut nipples that translated to her pussy and resulted in a hot gush of creamy juice to Jessa’s crotch.


    “You’d better get to work honey,” Morgan said, nipping Jessa’s lower lip as she withdrew. “You should wear those boots over there.”


    “Combat boots? You can’t be serious.”


    “You have to give them half a chance before you tell me no. They’re very comfortable.”


    Jessa had anticipated a pair of thigh high black heeled boots. But though a pair like that would’ve been sexy as hell, her feet would’ve been DOA by the end of the night. Instead, Morgan had set aside a pair of something that looked like combat boots with chrome accents.


    Jessa pulled them on and laced them up. Standing and bouncing her ankles up a down a few times, she was pleasantly surprised by the comfort. “Thanks, Morgan. I owe you big time.”


    Morgan grinned. “Want to put all this on that same Platinum MasterCard ma’am?”


    “Oh yes, definitely.”

  


  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Fourteen


    


    The bar had already opened for business when Connor sent Jessa across the street to have Morgan hook her up with fresh clothing. But he’d not been prepared for the sight of Jessa walking back through the front door at three p.m. In fact, if the beast inside him hadn’t purred at the sight of her,-Connor might not have recognized the sexy temptress walking past him with a sultry invitation on her face.


    “Cat got your tongue, Connor?”


    His brain barely registered her words. It was too busy processing the way she looked. Her long honey-colored hair was secured in a spiky knot. Several renegade locks slid like silk over her near bare shoulders. The breasts he loved to kiss and touch were spilling over the top of a smooth black corset top that displayed her perfectly molded body. A short skirt rested on the swell of her hips. The pleated black and white material barely covered her delicious ass.


    Connor blinked. He’d just caught a glimpse of the top of one black silk stocking beneath the edge of her skirt. His cock went rock hard.


    He would bet an entire night’s take that Morgan had somehow convinced Jessa to wear a thong.


    Connor bit back a groan at the thought. Just one tiny scrap of material separating her beautiful ass cheeks, a quick hook of his thumb and he could reach between her legs and bury his hand in her slick heat.


    The massive hard on didn’t go away. He stood scowling at the front door, watching people flash ID while the beast roaring inside him was violently aware of every single move Jessa made inside the bar. To say nothing of the customers’ appreciative reactions.


    She laughed and tossed meaningless smiles at the patrons while she skittered around the bar in her combat boots. All the while, Connor could sense her gaze returning constantly to him. Every searing touch of her hazel eyes made his cock pulse with the urge to spread her open in front of the entire bar and fuck her. Just to show them Jessa was his.


    “Is my ID enough, or do I need to prove myself to you?”


    The feminine voice pulled Connor forcefully back to the job at hand. Four women stood in front of him. Not a single one of them belonged in his bar.


    Phoenix Rising catered to people who lived in the real world. A world of hard workers scraping by who wanted a good drink in a low key atmosphere and the chance to blow off some steam in a back corner with a willing partner. The men were rough manual laborers or guys clawing their way up the corporate ladder who needed a place they could let the civilized charade fall away. The women weren’t much different. And they were all looking for a chance to let themselves go for a bit and feed the wild instincts they spent all day ignoring.


    The four women standing before him were wearing dresses made by designers with names Connor wouldn’t have been able to pronounce even if he’d known who they were. The one who’d spoken had on a tiny black dress and five inch spike heels. Her blonde hair was twisted into a perfect chignon at the back of her head. Flawless cosmetics gave her what Connor would’ve bet most men considered an attractive face. But her eyes were so cold and calculating that Connor tossed her into the Selena pile without even bothering to know her.


    “I don’t doubt the four of you are old enough to be in here,” Connor said, widening his stance. “But I can’t imagine why you’re here.”


    The blonde exchanged hushed whispers with a skin and bones redhead sporting green eyes and an athletic black haired waif with violet eyes. All three conformed to the New York version of good looks with their tiny tits and lack of a substantial ass. The brunette was the sole one of the foursome that seemed to have her own brain, though she hadn’t used it when choosing her outfit.


    Connor turned his attention away from the whispering beauty queens to watch the curvy brunette stand on the tiptoes of her chunky platform sandals to see across the bar. She was obviously looking for someone. Her gaze brightened when she spotted Jessa behind the bar with Alex.


    The crowd at the tables had reached its typical mid-week slow down. Jessa had joined Alex at the bar with a core group of the regulars. The lusty factory workers were enjoying Jessa’s new outfit as she bent over to serve whatever Alex slid her way.


    “We’re friends of Jessa’s,” the brunette eagerly offered.


    The pieces of the puzzle snapped together. But instead of welcoming the ladies, Connor wanted even more to throw them out. These were the country club bimbos who had spent so many years tying Jessa into tight little knots. She’d come so far so fast. An encounter with the bitches standing before him wasn’t in her best interest. It wasn’t in Connor’s either.


    Seeing a piece of Jessa’s past standing before him, a few things began to make some sense. The brunette was the only one with a shred of hope. Her curvy body was draped in a horrible dress two sizes too large. The sack hid her large breasts and hips. Connor knew it was probably her intention. Their preppy uptight society told them they were fat and ugly so often that they started to believe it. It wasn’t until someone like him with a little taste and a streak of bad a mile wide helped them turn loose that they started to realize their own feminine power.


    “Hey, Connor, they’re okay.”


    Jessa’s sweet voice reached him seconds before she did. Connor could smell her unique scent as she swung the cage door back and gained the platform.


    “Wow Kitty, I didn’t think you guys would make it down here.”


    Connor crossed his arms impassively over his chest and watched Jessa retreat into her shell before the obvious alpha bitch of their little pack. Restless hands tugged at the fabric of her skirt in an attempt to force a little more coverage of her legs. Eyes downcast, the steel went out of her spine as the temptress turned demure.


    “Jessa darling, we had to see what all the fuss was about,” Kitty returned, leaning over and invisibly brushing her lips against Jessa’s cheeks.


    “It’s so rough!” the redhead said before she, too, greeted Jessa.


    “Not a lot of women in here, Jessa. I don’t guess the men are picky are they?” the black haired waif didn’t bother with the greeting.


    “Jessa sweetheart, you look fabulous!” the brunette gushed before flinging her arms around Jessa’s neck and giving her a real hug.


    Connor grunted in approval. His instincts had definitely been on track. They were like fish, cold fish. And everyone but the curvy girl in the ugly dress needed to be tossed back.


    “Ladies,” Jessa cast a glance at Connor. “This is Connor. He’s the owner.”


    Connor gave them a clipped nod.


    “Connor, this is Kitty, Georgia, Courtney and Anne. We’ve all been friends for years.”


    “Our husbands play golf together,” Kitty said with a pointed look at Connor.


    His eyebrow twitched. He wondered if he were being warned away from Jessa. But something in Connor’s gut told him that the kitty cat didn’t believe he could possibly be interested in Jessa anyway.


    “Come on down, you guys. I’ll introduce you to Alex. He makes a wicked apple martini.”


    Her voice trailed away as she led her friends out of the cage into the bar. Only Kitty lingered behind. The manicured nails clutching her evening purse were painted blood red. Connor thought it an appropriate color for the blood-sucking wench standing before him.


    “Owner, bouncer, resident gorgeous man with a huge cock.” Kitty pursed her lips. “Anything I’ve forgotten?”


    Connor grimaced. Odd, but the raging hard on he’d been fighting all night had immediately gone away when Kitty started her little game. He arched one eyebrow and held her pale blue eyes. “Not interested.”


    A knowing smile curved her lips. “Oh come on now. A big guy like you left all alone tonight is such a shame. I could keep you very comfortable.”


    “Little kittens shouldn’t venture into the jungle,” Connor rumbled dangerously. “Some big cat might tear them apart.”


    Her breathy laugh carried all the way across the bar. The hair on the back of Connor’s neck prickled as he realized Jessa was watching this little interlude. Kitty knew it too. And no matter what the truth might be. Connor had a feeling Jessa would only hear Kitty’s version.


    “Your friends are calling you,” he told her roughly.


    “I’m sure they are.”


    Her thick perfume filled his nose long after she’d joined the other women across the bar. The scent coated his tongue and turned his stomach. Connor longed to pull Jessa into his arms and bury his face in her soft hair to chase it away. But the night wasn’t over yet. And watching the room had just become a lot more important. Connor had no intention of letting these women run all over Jessa’s budding confidence.


    


    * * *


    


    Alex passed Jessa another shot of raspberry liqueur and she tossed it back. She’d settled her friends at the far end of the bar. She could’ve found a quiet table somewhere but Alex’s presence gave Jessa a much needed confidence booster.


    Jessa placed a hand on Anne’s forearm. “I’m so glad to see you out and about, Anne. You need to quit staying at home waiting for a man who isn’t going to keep promises he never meant to begin with.”


    Anne shook her head in amazement. “Jessa, I swear you’ve changed so much I hardly know you!”


    “That’s a fact,” Courtney snorted. She sipped her margarita.


    “Oh, we’ve been working very hard on that,” Alex quipped as he pulled another beer for a customer and gave Jessa a suggestive wink.


    Georgia delicately slid an olive into her mouth. “Are you intending to keep this job for long?”


    “Until Connor fires me,” Jessa said, sharing a look with Alex.


    Anne sighed. “You look so happy. And where on earth did you buy those clothes?”


    Jessa dissolved into giggles. “You really want to know?”


    Anne nodded eagerly. Even Courtney and Georgia looked curious.


    “There’s an adult store a couple of doors down. I made friends with the girl who works there and Morgan helped me put all this together.”


    Courtney’s mouth fell open. “Seriously?”


    Kitty chose that moment to approach, swinging her hips in an open invitation Jessa’s gut instinct told her was meant for Connor. Jessa chanced a glance at the door. Connor met her curious gaze but she couldn’t hold his black eyes. Too much fear and doubt swam inside her chest.


    Now he’d seen what everybody else always did, plain old Jessa standing right next to gorgeous Courtney, Kitty, and Georgia. It was silly to hope there would be any more wild nights for her and Connor once this twilight zone evening had played out.


    “There you are, Kitty.” Georgia looked relieved at the change in topic. “Where have you been?”


    A knowing smile split Kitty’s pretty face. “Oh, you know, just exchanging a few comments with Connor.”


    Courtney chanced another look at the door. “That is one sexy man. He makes the guys at the club look like little boys.”


    Tension drew Jessa’s smile into a frown and she snapped her fingers at Alex. Without breaking his rhythm Alex slid her a bottle of cranberry juice followed by a fifth of top shelf Vodka.


    Alex lifted an eyebrow. “Lime?”


    “Please.”


    Jessa caught several wedges of ripe lime as Alex lobbed them in her direction. Grabbing a huge glass, she upended both the juice and the vodka into it in equal measures with her recently reawakened bartending skills. Squeezing the limes into her newly discovered favorite concoction, Jessa took a long pull and tried not to hate both Connor and Kitty.


    “Did he make an offer?” Georgia wanted to know.


    “Oh, I’d say his intentions are obvious.”


    “I want something like him to play with after hours, Kitty. You’re lucky!” Courtney purred. “Wonder if the bartender cutie has a girlfriend.”


    “Jessa?” Kitty demanded. “Does he?”


    Jessa smirked behind her cranberry stained lips and lifted the glass to her mouth for another long pull. Somehow, it seemed less painful to think about Kitty and her crew taking over at Phoenix Rising if she was protected by a drunken haze. “Alex likes lots of women, Courtney. I’m sure he’d accommodate you without too much trouble.”


    Courtney slid her finger around the rim of her glass and shot Alex a loaded smile. “Jason’s gone this week on business. Maybe I’ll see if Alex would like a place to crash after hours.”


    Jessa chuckled. “Oh I don’t think he makes house calls, Court. But if you’re feeling a little horny he’d probably be happy to bend you over a table and fuck you right here in front of everybody.”


    The group went dead silent. As one, they turned to stare at Alex. He ignored their gaping stares. There were several more moments of shock before Kitty’s low laugh rippled across the room.


    Jessa’s stomach clenched uneasily. She didn’t know why. But they were all laughing at her as if she’d just told them the funniest joke ever.


    The truth was a double-edged blade. They didn’t believe her. And better that it stayed that way. She couldn’t be telling these tight assed bitches what went on in Phoenix Rising. A few bad eggs could ruin it for everyone.


    So Jessa listened to them laugh and poured herself another drink. Alex brought her two more lime wedges, leaning over her shoulder as he did.


    “Things are clearing out pretty fast. I think Connor’s going to close early. Your friends can stay if you want them to,” Alex murmured.


    Jessa looked around in surprise. She’d been so preoccupied with her personal issues she’d failed to notice that there were only two guys left sitting at the bar. Wade and Tommy were more than regulars. They were a habit.


    Wade caught Jessa staring. “Hey Jessa, why’re you making Alex serve us drinks. You know we’d rather see you do it.”


    “Us girls have got to stick together, Wade. You know that. Besides, Alex is much better at tending bar than I am. Your seven and seven would be more like ten and four if I made it.”


    Tommy and Wade erupted into uproarious laughter, pounding the bar as they swore and smacked each other on the back.


    “You’ve got a way with people, Jessa. You know that?” Anne told her.


    “So it seems.”


    “Don’t let Kitty get to you.”


    Jessa gazed at the three women knotted together sharing whispered comments while darting secretive glances about the bar. “Why do you hang out with them, Anne?”


    “Because my Paul and Kitty’s Chase have been best friends since college.”


    “Is he really your Paul, Anne? Or does he belong to anyone with tits and a willing pussy?”


    Anne’s jaw dropped at Jessa’s crass description. But they both knew it was on the mark. Paul’s philandering put Will to shame. “I should leave him. I know I should. But where would I go?”


    “You got a prenup?”


    Anne sighed. “There was nothing to nup when we got married.”


    “Good. Then you’ll have him by the balls. Do you know how easy it would be to catch him cheating?”


    “You really think I could?”


    “Isn’t it worth a try?”


    Anne offered a half hearted shrug and finished off her second beer. Jessa rubbed her shoulder consolingly. She’d been lucky. She’d never had to go through this if, and, or but bullshit. Will had done the hard part. Jessa had just picked up the pieces. Actually, it’d really been Connor who’d begun picking up the pieces.


    Jessa stole another glance at Connor. He was still staring at them. But Jessa couldn’t help wondering who the target of that hell-black stare really was.


    “So what did he say, Kitty?” Courtney prodded, voice growing louder with impatience.


    Their change in topic drew Jessa’s attention forcefully. What had Connor said to Kitty?


    “He wanted to know if I was married.”


    Georgia paled. “What did you tell him?”


    “I mentioned that my husband and I do what we please and try to stay out of each other’s way.” She paused dramatically. “And he asked if doing what I pleased included him.”


    Courtney moaned and her eyes fluttered shut. “How big do you think his dick is? I bet you can’t even cover it all if you wrap both hands around and put him in the back of your throat!”


    “Courtney you are so bad!” Georgia gasped before clasping both hands over her mouth.


    “He’s going to close early. No doubt he wants to get an early start on me,” Kitty announced with a lusty giggle.


    “Wow Kitty, you work fast.” Anne’s voice was calm.


    Kitty shot a triumphant glance at Jessa. “Oh c’mon Anne, a man like that can’t resist a woman like me. Nature made us to be together. It’s just biology.”


    Jessa glowered into the remains of her drink before polishing it off. Apparently, bar owner trumped pool boy, though it might not carry the same value as neurosurgeon. Of course, Kitty had never been one to follow her own rules when it came to the ins and outs of society. The people at the top never did.


    Anne nudged her arm. “Hey Jessa, if you’re going to get off work early, you can come back to my place before you go home. I want to check out all those new clothes you were talking about.”


    But Jessa couldn’t answer. She couldn’t rip her eyes from Kitty’s smug face. Her vodka-clouded brain could focus on only one thing. Kitty said Connor was going to take her home. She didn’t wonder over the little details of Kitty’s story that didn’t exactly mesh with the ironclad facts Jessa knew about Connor.


    Alex said they were closing early. How would Kitty know that unless Connor had told her?


    “He kept calling me little kitty cat,” Kitty continued as Georgia and Courtney launched into titillating laughter.


    That gained Alex’s attention. Tommy and Wade were already standing up to leave. Alex lounged back against the counter and fixed his cobalt gaze on Kitty. A look of cool indifference masked his face.


    “I could’ve sworn his erection was going to burst out of his pants,” Kitty added with relish.


    Unbearable pressure built behind Jessa’s eyes. She couldn’t decide if it were anger or hurt. But whatever it was twisted her insides until she was gasping for breath. She’d been such a fool. Convention might be a drag. But it was a safe drag. Her freethinking idiocy in college had landed her with Will. Even that wasn’t going to be as bad as losing Connor.


    “Jessa, are you all right?” Kitty asked with false concern. “Should I ask Connor to let you go home?”


    Alex’s smooth voice interrupted. “I don’t think you’re in a position to ask Connor anything, kitten.”


    Kitty gave him a hard stare. “What do you know about it?”


    Alex’s soft chuckle warmed Jessa, easing the pressure and giving her hope. “If you don’t know that love, then you don’t know Connor very well.”


    “How well do you need to know someone for a quick fuck?” Kitty snapped.


    Alex pushed away from the counter and approached slowly. “You don’t need to know them at all. But you, little girl, are making assumptions about a man who does not tolerate your kind of game.”


    “You’re in way over your head.”


    A feral smile made Alex’s blue eyes gleam. “Careful honey, kitties don’t run with the big dogs, they stay under the porch.”


    Jessa gasped as Alex grabbed Kitty and slanted his mouth over hers again and again until she no longer had the strength to fight him. She clung to his neck, nails scraping his skin as she moaned into his mouth and writhed against his body.


    Courtney, Georgia and Anne watched with something akin to fascinated horror as Alex’s masterful domination of their friend reduced her to nothing but a puddle on the floor. A curl of heat began to wind its way through Jessa’s insecurity.


    Leave it to Alex to give every bitch her due.


    Alex’s hands were splayed across Kitty’s ass when he’d finished. Her legs were spread to cradle his erection. She was all but dry humping him there in front of everybody.


    “Look at that,” Alex murmured wickedly. “The little girl is so overwhelmed that she’s panting like a bitch in heat.”


    “Yes,” Kitty moaned.


    “I could tell you to strip naked, kneel down, and suck my cock in front of every one of your friends and you’d do it.”


    “Yes!” she moaned again, her voice increasingly desperate.


    Alex hiked the hem of Kitty’s dress over her thigh and reached up with his hand. “You’re wet little kitty cat. Admit it. You want to beg me to fuck you like the bitch you are.”


    Kitty trembled in his grip. “Please, fuck me, Alex.”


    A cruel smile crossed his normally friendly features and Alex kissed her again. His thumb pulled her chin down and he forced her to submit to his tongue as he dominated her open mouth.


    Silence reigned supreme as the four remaining women watched the alpha female of their pack submit to Alex’s dominating sexual prowess. Not one of them protested. How could they? Kitty was all but begging Alex to keep going. Her body quested for more, sliding against Alex’s muscled frame like a cat in heat.


    “Pull up your skirt, kitty cat. Let me see you,” Alex ordered.


    Kitty didn’t seem to think twice about the command. One manicured hand gripped the edge of a table and the other hiked up the skirt of her little black dress. Her long legs spread like an invitation. Her pale ivory satin panties shimmered in the dim overhead lights.


    “Next time wear a thong,” Alex rumbled.


    “Anything you want,” Kitty panted.


    A round of gasps followed the descent of Kitty’s underwear to the bar floor. Alex kicked her legs further apart with one foot and used a hand to spread the cheeks of her ass. Her pussy was swollen, wet, and pink as he bared it for all to see.


    Jessa trembled as she watched. The compounded arousal she usually experienced when watching Alex masterfully rule a lover was mingled with anger and tension that came from Kitty’s involvement. Part of her loved the scene, reveled in the way Alex forced Kitty to submit, to beg, to debase herself. But a niggling doubt in Jessa’s mind made her jealous. If Alex could fall prey to Kitty’s allure, what would keep Connor from following along?


    “Make him stop, Jessa,” Anne squeaked, grabbing Jessa’s arm in a vice like grip.


    Jessa’s voice was surprisingly strong given her inner turmoil. “No. She asked for it.”


    “But he’s going to…right here! It’s not right!”


    “Why not? Kitty could say no. Look at her!”


    Kitty obviously didn’t want to say no. The short, high-pitched wails coming from her mouth said she had no intention of asking Alex to stop. His clever fingers stroked her engorged labia, deliberately avoiding her clitoris and bringing her to the brink of orgasm without allowing the climax she so obviously wanted.


    “You about done, Alex?” Connor rumbled as he approached.


    Jessa’s knees went weak and she sank against the counter. Did this mean Kitty had completely stolen her life? Had Connor come to claim Kitty away from Alex just as he had with Jessa the night before?


    Kitty cast a hot look over her shoulder at Connor as Alex’s hand left her slit to rest on the swell of her buttocks. Her blue eyes were wide and cloudy with arousal. Lips swollen from Alex’s kiss curled into a dazzling smile that she focused on Connor.


    Jessa watched silently, waiting for the inevitable moment when Connor would sink his thick shaft into Kitty’s waiting pussy. But the moment never came. Time stretched onward and a faintly alarmed look stole over Kitty’s aroused features.


    “I’m waiting for you, Connor.”


    Courtney, Georgia and Anne swung their heads back and forth between Connor and Kitty. They appeared to be stunned to horrified silence. No doubt they’d never experienced anything so raw in their entire boring, privileged lives.


    Jessa’s entire being rested on that one moment in time. All of the confidence she’d gained in the week of freedom since Will, her pride, her belief in Connor, it all depended upon how he reacted to Kitty’s blatant invitation.


    She idly wondered how her heart had become entangled so quickly.


    Connor gave Kitty a look of pure, unadulterated disdain. “Alex doesn’t much care what kind of women he fucks. He takes the pretty ones and the ugly ones and enjoys them all the same. But me,” Connor paused and held out a hand to Jessa. “I like my women perfect.”


    The hand she offered him in return trembled. He enveloped it in his warm palm and pulled her close. A sense of acute relief flooded Jessa’s limbs when Connor pressed her along the length of his big frame. Every curve and angle of his body was a blessedly familiar balm.


    Heedless of their audience, or perhaps because of it, Connor lifted Jessa and pulled her legs around his waist. She gasped when her crotch pressed against the thickness of the erection beneath his pants. There was nothing between her and his heat but a thin scrap of red satin. It was still too much. Jessa wanted to strip naked and demand he do the same.


    “Alex, don’t forget to lock up before you all leave,” Connor said over his shoulder as he carried Jessa toward the stairs and his apartment.

  


  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Fifteen


    


    “Did you forget everything I told you this morning?” Connor asked once she was naked in the middle of his bed.


    Jessa sighed. “Maybe just a little.”


    “I wouldn’t fuck that little bitch with someone else’s dick,” Connor grumbled.


    “What?”


    “You heard me. She’s so damn scrawny I’d break her in one thrust.”


    Jessa burst into laughter and Connor paused to let the wonderful sound wash over him. Her laughter was an acute relief after the horrifying looks of chagrin he’d been catching on her face all night.


    He pulled his shirt over his head and tossed it aside. “I knew I should’ve thrown them out.”


    “Stop growling about it, Connor. I’m glad you didn’t. I’m going to enjoy remembering the look on Kitty’s face for the rest of my life.”


    “Good,” he grunted. “I’m glad something worthwhile came out of tonight.”


    Jessa howled in delight. “And then Alex left her panting and half naked right there in the middle of the bar!”


    “He’s always had debatable taste.”


    Jessa sobered. “Most every eligible male I’ve ever met thinks Kitty is the hottest thing since sliced bread, Connor. Hell, even the ineligible ones want her.”


    Connor didn’t bother to refute her belief. The only way to combat her warped sense of beauty was to prove her wrong. Reaching for her hand, he pressed it over his thick erection. “I told you before; my cock has been hard since you walked into my bar, Jessa. But I was afraid it was permanently damaged when that bag of bones tried to play games with me.”


    Jessa’s low laugh complimented the sexy sparkle in her hazel eyes. Instead of removing her hand from his crotch, she made quick work of his zipper. Connor groaned when she hooked her thumbs into the waist of his trousers and slid both those and his boxer briefs to the floor.


    “You’re so fucking hard, Connor,” Jessa murmured as she wrapped both hands around his shaft.


    “Baby, I can’t be any other way with you around.”


    Connor braced his weight on the balls of his feet and just managed to stay upright as the crown of his cock disappeared into Jessa’s warm mouth. Her luminous eyes met his as she laved her tongue around the thick head and suckled a bead of moisture from the tiny slit at the tip.


    Connor’s groan rippled across the room like thunder. “Yes, baby, suck me harder.”


    A sensuous smile tilted her mouth upward before she pulled his cock all the way into her mouth. The tip of Connor’s sensitive crown bumped the back of her throat and his knees nearly buckled.


    Jessa pulled back and sent him a heated look from beneath her lashes. “Fuck my mouth, Connor. I want to taste your sweet cum,” Her feminine moan sent shockwaves vibrating down the length of his cock.


    Tangling his hands in her thick honey-colored hair, Connor bucked his hips forward. She groaned and mewled as her suctioning mouth made little popping noises with each of his brutal thrusts.


    Pure torture and intense pleasure mingled until Connor was mindless to anything but the feel of her hot, wet mouth on his throbbing cock. Her clever tongue swirled little patterns against his flange as he plunged in and out of her throat. Purple veins bulged on the surface of his shaft as the blood rushed in to make it thicker, longer, hotter, and ready to burst inside Jessa.


    “I’m going to come, baby.”


    She groaned against him, her eyes finding his and holding them captive.


    Connor came on a shout, plunging deep inside her mouth. The muscles in his ass clenched tight as his cock throbbed and shot his thick seed to the back of Jessa’s throat. The undulating motion of her mouth as she swallowed his hot cum made Connor want to do it all over again.


    A smile spread across her face as she suckled him gently, drawing every last drop of him onto her tongue and swallowing it down. When she was through, Jessa let his cock go with a soft pop and sat back onto the bed like a wicked little girl who’d gotten away with a wonderful trick.


    Connor stepped out of his remaining clothes and flopped onto the bed. Jessa yelped as she was bounced by his weight. Catching her up in his arms, Connor pulled her naked heat alongside his.


    “Your turn,” he rumbled in her ear.


    “What did you have in mind?”


    “There are so many ways to fuck this gorgeous body of yours, I’m not sure I can pick.”


    Jessa’s eyes sparkled. “Getting creative are we?”


    “Baby, you’ve got no idea.”


    Connor locked an arm around her waist before she could squirm away. She moaned and undulated against him when he stroked a hand down her spine and rested it on the rise of her pretty little ass. She was draped over his lap like a naughty girl about to get a spanking.


    “Is your pussy wet and ready for me?” he murmured.


    “Yes!”


    “What about your ass?”


    She stiffened a little in sudden apprehension but Connor slid his hand over the rise of her cheeks, between her legs and gave her pussy one long stroke. Her hot flesh melted against him, creamy juice beading on her labia almost instantly.


    Connor reached for a bottle of ginseng oil on the bedside table. The heady scent filled the room when he popped the top. Connor squeezed a generous amount of the oil into the long crease of her buttocks. Jessa gasped.


    “Hush, baby, I swear you’re going to love this. Just relax.”


    “Connor.” There was naked hesitation in her voice.


    “Have I ever hurt you?”


    “No.”


    “Will I ever hurt you?”


    “No, never.”


    “Then relax and enjoy my hands on this gorgeous backside of yours.”


    Connor could feel her acquiescence. Sense it in every muscle and bone of her body as she lay draped over his legs and completely open to his touch.


    The slippery oil warmed as Connor first worked it into the round globes of her buttocks. Jessa’s body grew lax as he lulled her into relaxation. This time she arched her back in anticipation when he dipped his hands into the crease of her ass.


    Holding her cheeks open with one hand, Connor slid the fingers of his other across the oiled slickness of her puckered anus. Jessa’s tiny gasp of surprise made him smile.


    She liked it whether or not she wanted to. Connor couldn’t wait until his cock pressed against her tight little hole. Her reaction was going to drive him over the edge.


    Connor settled her with a pillow beneath her belly to keep her ass pointed upward for easier access. Spreading her cheeks even wider, he applied more oil and continued his slow assault.


    When each stroke of his fingers across her tightly drawn, aroused flesh brought her questing toward him aching for more, Connor inserted a finger into her sopping wet pussy. Her muscles tried to clench down. She was so simultaneously relaxed and aroused that it wasn’t enough.


    “Fuck me, Connor!” she demanded, her voice breaking over his name.


    It took a monumental amount of control not to sink his shaft in her wet, pink heat right then. But Connor wanted more. He wanted the tight embrace of her ass. And that required patience.


    Still rubbing her anus, he inserted another finger into her pussy and began massaging her muscles until she was gasping with the pleasure of it. Jessa’s body hovered at orgasm, her cunt dripping cream and weeping with its sensual awakening. Keeping his fingers in her pussy, Connor slowly inserted a long oiled finger into her anus.


    Jessa gasped and climaxed with a muffled scream as she arched into Connor. But instead of letting her body climb down from its peak, he pushed her higher. Another long finger entered her pussy, the three spreading to stretch her cunt and rub her creamy heat with relentless pressure. Then he inserted another slick finger into her ass.


    Jessa might’ve protested only moments before. But her needy body wanted more of this delicious onslaught. Connor could feel the battle of relaxation and arousal within her. And knowing what lay on the other side of this breaking in, he diligently fed it.


    “Your ass is so tight, Jessa. Do you feel it?”


    “Yes!”


    “But it loves my fingers sliding in and out of it. Do you feel that too?”


    “God, yes! I need you, Connor.”


    Her whimpers tore at his self-control. Connor struggled to hold firm.


    His fingers slid in and out of her pussy, making wet, smacking noises. Her juice was so thick he could smell the heady scent over the soft perfume of the oil. Connor’s cock was throbbing. It was as if he hadn’t spilled his seed in Jessa’s mouth, as if he hadn’t come at all. He was dying to sink his shaft into her tight body.


    A third finger slid into Jessa’s tight anal opening. The sleek oil and her desperate arousal sent her spiraling into another climax. Still Connor drove her higher. He plunged in and out of her pussy and her ass in a synchronized rhythm that had her gasping for breath and begging for more.


    “I can’t hold off any longer, Baby. I need your sweet ass wrapped around my cock.”


    “Connor, yes!”


    “Lift up for me, sweetheart. I swear I’ll go slowly.”


    She arched her back as Connor knelt behind her. Sweat poured from his head and chest as he positioned the crown of his throbbing cock at her anal entrance. Jessa was gasping and moaning. He shut his ears to her cries, knowing he could not plunge in to the hilt and mindlessly fuck her warm body. He had to go slow.


    The first agonizing press left him struggling to breathe. She was hot and wet and so damn tight he almost lost himself with barely the head of his cock seated in her sweet ass. Creamy pussy juice covered the insides of her thighs and Connor’s fingers slipped across her slick skin when he reached down to adjust himself.


    “You’re so fucking big, Connor! I want more. Please God, I need you.”


    Her words drove him mad. Grinding his teeth together, Connor eased in another inch, sliding his hand over her hip and burying his fingertips in her hot cunt. He found her clit and put gentle pressure against the sensitive hood. Her tight ass relaxed and Connor slid further in.


    The process was torturously slow. After an agonizing amount of time, Connor’s cock was fully embedded in her tight anal sheath and his balls pressed against her raging hot pussy. Her ass wriggled and she bounced against him.


    Connor gripped her hips and backed out only enough to thrust in again. Jessa screamed her pleasure. His pulse pounded in his skull and Connor began thrusting harder and harder, fucking her ass as if he wanted to prove his possession of her body.


    One hand stayed buried in her pussy and Connor slid two fingers into her heat and rubbed relentlessly against her clit. Jessa trembled beneath him. Her whole body tightened and Connor knew she was cresting the wave that would send her crashing into an explosive orgasm.


    His testicles drew tight against his body. With each thrust, they slapped wetly against her swollen flesh. He closed his eyes as sparks danced on the backs of his eyelids and his cock exploded. Cum sprayed the inside of Jessa’s body and flung her into a climax that sent her pussy and her ass into spasms of exquisite pleasure.


    Muscles weak with release threatened to collapse. Mindful of the precious woman beneath his bulk, Connor rolled to one side with his cock still fully seated inside Jessa’s ass. Aftershocks from her soul-shattering climax continued to caress his shaft and he could feel the tremors wracking her body.


    She was crying. Connor slowly withdrew his cock from her anal entrance and wrapped his arms about her shaking frame. Fear lurked in the back of his mind. Had he hurt her? He’d gone as slowly as he possibly could have, but anal sex always carried the risk of injury. Connor would never forgive himself if he’d hurt Jessa no matter his intentions.


    “Jessa baby, it’s okay. Talk to me sweetheart.”


    His voice was hoarse and Connor realized he must’ve been shouting at the top of his lungs without realizing it. His hands rubbed soothingly up and down her back as he tried to calm her.


    “I’m sorry,” she whimpered. “It was just…”


    “Just, what?”


    Her words came on a soft exhale. “So beautiful.”


    A smile stretched across Connor’s face. Yes, it had definitely been that and much, much more.

  


  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Sixteen


    


    Jessa rolled over and blinked her eyes in the morning sunlight.


    Arched windows flanked a massive cherry wood Highboy, their pristine panes draped with rich gold and mauve fabric. Her combat boots lay in an untidy heap beside a fainting couch decked out in gold tassels and overstuffed pillows. The white coffered ceiling was studded with a heavily ornamented fan fancifully shaped like palm fronds. A transparent glass fireplace hinted at the spacious master bath tucked away behind the dividing wall.


    Where the hell was she anyway?


    Jessa nearly laughed out loud when the disoriented feelings slipped away and she recognized her own bedroom. How odd to wake up in her own bed and not know where she was because she’d spent so many nights sleeping in Connor’s. And she definitely had. It’d been more than a month since Will had left. A month of glorious evenings spent laughing and working with Alex while a pair of hell-black eyes followed her every move. A month of wonderful mornings waking up in Connor’s muscled arms after a night of mouth-watering sex.


    Jessa’s mouth twitched into a warm smile. She missed him. The way he would wake up slowly, squeeze her tightly and then press soft kisses to the side of her neck until she opened her eyes and begged him to slide his long cock deep inside her ready warmth. Jessa missed the softness in his dark eyes, that expression he reserved solely for her.


    Jessa was so far gone there was no coming back. The painfully proper lady who’d watched Will stride across the marble foyer and out the front door had burned away completely. Left in her place was a woman who hadn’t wanted her two-faced husband, anyway. She was a woman who was tired of society telling her what to say, what to wear and who to love. In short, she was Connor’s woman. Connor’s Jessa.


    And that was what had brought her home for a few days. After all, the inconvenient fact was that Jessa and Will were still married, on paper at least.


    She rolled out of bed and into the shower with a mile long to-do list ahead of her. Jessa had no idea how long it would take to get the details of this latest wrinkle in her life taken care of, but the lawyer she’d seen the day before had been optimistic.


    Jessa didn’t want Will’s money. She wanted out. She wanted to spend her time at Phoenix Rising with Connor. The rest of it would work out. She was sure of it.


    It didn’t matter that they’d never discussed a permanent relationship or that he’d never dropped the L word. And the total lack of kissing? That was a little bit harder to reason away. Kissing required intimacy. So did love. Was she going to hang her future happiness on one frayed bit of hope? Connor was nothing if not a hard case. Was Jessa ready to take it on faith that if she were patient enough, he’d open up to her?


    That same internal argument had raged for days. But Jessa couldn’t believe Connor didn’t love her. The days and nights of passion hot enough to scorch the world couldn’t possibly be a fling.


    A fling didn’t include soft looks, stolen moments in the back room and gentle caresses that made Jessa’s heart take flight. It didn’t include exasperated looks from Alex or soft chuckles and shakes of his tousled blonde head.


    It wasn’t a fling. It couldn’t be. If it was, Jessa was on the fast track to irreparable heartbreak. The kind that should’ve come with warning labels.


    Ending a nineteen-year relationship with Will had been painful, but it was a different kind of painful. There had been fear of failure in that pain. She had done everything he’d ever asked of her. In the end, even turning herself inside out for Will hadn’t been enough.


    Connor was different. He’d taken her as she was, as the real Jessa Kincaid, even when Jessa hadn’t been certain who that was. If Connor rejected her after stripping away her protective mask it would be worse, devastatingly so.


    Jessa was still having a heated debate with herself when the doorbell chimed. Frowning at her reflection in the mirror, she tossed the hairbrush back on the counter and trotted out of the bathroom.


    The car in the driveway was half hidden by a giant rhododendron bush, and Jessa couldn’t see the front porch from the bedroom windows. Hesitantly entering the foyer, she tried to think of anyone who would have a reason to ring her doorbell. It was unlikely to be one of Jessa’s neighbors. They no doubt thought she’d long ago moved out, if they cared about her fate at all beyond any tidbits of juicy gossip.


    The bell rang again and Jessa swung open the enormous mahogany door. Anne stood on the other side, tissue in hand and tears streaming down her face.


    “Anne? What on earth is wrong?” Jessa demanded, concerned.


    “I’m so glad you’re home! I was afraid you wouldn’t be. I didn’t have anywhere else to go and…” Anne broke down into sobs.


    Jessa tugged her inside and through the foyer into the formal living room. Anne perched on the brocade sofa and Jessa gingerly sat beside her. In the back of her mind, she wondered why she’d ever purchased furniture that was so horribly uncomfortable to sit on. She’d almost rather sit on one of Connor’s barstools while having a heart-to-heart with Anne.


    “Okay, now tell me what’s going on, Anne.”


    “I left Jason.”


    “That’s wonderful news!”


    “But he threw me out of our house!”


    Jessa paused, uncertain. “I’m not sure he can do that, honey.”


    “He said my name isn’t on the deed! How could my name not be on the deed? I signed papers when we bought the stupid thing! And my name is on the payment coupon I pay every single month! Who cares if it’s his money that pays it? He was supposed to be my husband!”


    Jessa dug her cell phone from her purse and dialed her lawyer’s number. “Sounds like you need to lawyer up, honey.”


    “I don’t know any lawyers except Georgia’s husband Dean! And I sure as hell don’t want that bastard representing me against Jason! Not when he’s already hired Kitty’s husband, Chase.”


    “Oh I definitely don’t think Dean would be on your side. But my guy is a lot better. Alex calls him the meanest son of a bitch to ever pass the bar exam.”


    “Really?”


    “Oh yeah, and Alex has been the cause of so many divorces, I figure he’s got to know what he’s talking about.”


    “I hope so. I don’t know what I’ll do without a house. I might have to get a job!”


    “Nothing so drastic, I’m sure,” Jessa said, suppressing a laugh. “Here, talk to him.”


    Jessa shoved the phone into Anne’s hand and stood up to give her a little privacy. Not that Jessa would’ve been able to understand a word of the garbled account of events that Anne was blubbering into the phone. Terry must’ve understood desperate woman speech because Anne didn’t seem to be repeating herself. No doubt, he dealt with so many crying females, he’d had to become fluent.


    Jessa wandered idly about the living room. It hadn’t been all that long since she’d stood in this room with her own husband of nineteen years while her marriage crumbled to pieces on the pristine oak floor. Only four weeks. Yet her perspective had aged years.


    Had it really aged? Sometimes it felt as if the clock were running backwards. Some might say she was acting like an immature college student. Perhaps she was. Perhaps she wasn’t. In the beginning, it had seemed that way. She’d exchanged her hard won self-control for a heady willingness to embrace anything new. Was that immaturity?


    Jessa didn’t think so. After all, college students screwed everybody they met on spring break. For Jessa, there was only Connor. What had seemed in the beginning to be reckless abandon had developed into an uncanny trust. Jessa trusted Connor to keep her safe, no matter what new and exciting endeavors life tossed their way.


    At the end of it all, wasn’t that what a relationship was supposed to be?


    Jessa drifted back to the present when Anne handed the cell phone back. She waited to hear what advice Terry had offered.


    “He said to get my ass back to the house and dig in,” Anne said. “Terry says Jason doesn’t have a leg to stand on and that’s why he wanted me to leave the house. That way it would look more like desertion.”


    Jessa grimaced. “What an asshole!”


    “I’m getting divorced! Can you believe it? After all this time I’ll finally be able to do what I want,” Anne said, face shining through her tears.


    “That’s wonderful, honey. I’m happy for you. So don’t you think you should head home?”


    Anne shuddered, regaining her composure. “I’ll go in a minute. I have to tell you something I overheard the other day. I’ve been trying to call you, but your number isn’t in service.”


    “Will had my account canceled. It doesn’t matter really.” Jessa held up phone in her hand. “This one is Connor’s. He won’t let me leave the bar without it.”


    “You’re lucky, Jessa,” Anne mused. “Although I must admit he seemed a little dangerous the other evening.”


    “Don’t even try and tell me you didn’t enjoy watching Kitty get exactly what she deserved.”


    “Maybe so, but you know Kitty always has the last word.”


    A lump formed in Jessa’s stomach.


    “Jason and the guys were having drinks in the den and I happened to overhear him and Will talking about you.”


    Jessa blinked stupidly. “Did you say Will was at your house the other night?”


    “Yes, didn’t you know he was back in town?”


    “No!”


    “He’s been staying at the club.”


    “Is he moving back here?” Jessa demanded.


    “I’d guess so. I thought he already had since you’re home for the first time in weeks.”


    Adrenaline flooded Jessa’s body. “I’m going to go talk to him.”


    “But Jessa, he wants to patch things up. You can’t possibly forgive that rat bastard for everything he’s done.”


    “I’ve got no intention of forgiving him.”


    “Then why confront him?”


    “To tell him it’s over.” Jessa stood up, resolution straightening her spine.


    Anne frowned. “You’re going to the club?”


    “Sure, my membership is still paid up.”


    “But your clothes…”


    Anne’s voice died when she saw the intense look on Jessa’s face. Not even Anne was foolish enough to believe that Jessa still cared what anyone at the vaunted country club thought about her anymore.


    Anne rose hastily from the sofa. “I guess I’ll be leaving, Jessa. Thank you for listening to me.”


    Jessa shot her mischievous grin on their way out the front door. “Keep your ears open, Anne. I’m about to give the grapevine a good shake.”


    Connor’s cell phone buzzed insistently inside her bag as she slid behind the wheel of her car. Seeing Terry’s number on the display, she held her breath before ignoring the call. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to put Will’s appearance and Anne’s information together to form a picture of how ugly her divorce was about to get. No doubt, Terry would advise against trying to talk to Will but Jessa needed to get a few things off her chest.

  


  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Seventeen


    


    Jessa hid her amusement at the valet’s obvious perusal of her outfit. She didn’t have to be told that her short black skirt, jacquard corset top and combat boots weren’t what he usually saw around the club. Jessa wasn’t foolish enough to believe the black cashmere hoodie she’d casually pulled on did anything to hide her unusual attire. If anything, the soft clingy fabric made her boobs look even larger.


    The etched glass doors swung open and Jessa stalked inside, chin notched up and spine so straight she thought it’d snap. A prim hostess standing idly in front of the restaurant blinked before containing the round O of her surprise and regaining her composure. Jessa ignored her and went straight to the courtesy desk.


    An elderly woman in a neat pastel pantsuit looked up from the computer and offered an icy stare. “Can I help you, madam?”


    Jessa didn’t miss the hitch in her voice. No doubt the woman meant madam as in French and expensive. “Yes, you may. My husband, Will Kincaid, is staying here. I’d like you to let him know Jessa is waiting for him in the lounge and would like to speak with him immediately.”


    “Certainly.”


    The ice in the prim manager’s eyes receded only long enough for Jessa to turn around and walk ten steps to where the lounge opened up to a stunning view of the golf course. Jessa could feel the glacial glare on her back the whole way. But she was past caring what these asinine people thought about her. It was time to say an official goodbye to the old Jessa Kincaid. She was Connor’s Jessa now.


    Jessa settled herself on a stiff settee where she could watch the entrance. A massive potted banana plant flanked her one side and a table spread with light fare sat on the other. She sighed and crossed her legs, foot bouncing impatiently. Now that she’d decided to do this, she was ready to get it over with.


    A paunchy man sporting thin gray hair and a leering expression waggled his bushy eyebrows suggestively from across the room. Jessa shot him a gamine grin just to watch his wife elbow him in the ribs. The couple was quickly forgotten when Jessa spotted the desk manager slinking into the lounge, headed in the opposite direction. Was Will already in the lounge?


    Jessa stood and slowly eased around the waxy green leaves of the banana plant. The manager’s cheerful pastel pantsuit blended with the bawdy golfing attire worn by most of the club members. When Jessa finally saw her, she ducked back behind the plant.


    Will was there. He was with Chase and Kitty. The three of them appeared to be having an intense conversation. Jessa could only imagine what Kitty would have to say to Will after Alex and Connor’s lethal put down. Anne hadn’t been kidding about Kitty liking the last word. In this case, it was more like an epitaph.


    Jessa sank back onto the settee, heart pounding. She needed to find out what Kitty had told Will. She had to know what he already knew before she tried to spring anything else. The time for offense was slipping away. She needed damage control.


    Kitty’s willowy frame sashayed into view, headed toward the ladies room. Jessa made a rash, split second decision and followed.


    The vaulted ceilings and marble floors made the room seem much larger than necessary. Fountains, huge floral arrangements, and natural light were supposed to make it pleasant and welcoming. Jessa had always found it ridiculously pretentious. It was a ladies bathroom, not a day spa.


    Kitty was perched on a silk-cushioned gilt stool before the mirror. Her cosmetics were neatly lined up on the marble-topped counter before her. Jessa met her ice blue eyes in the mirror. There was no welcome in Kitty’s cool gaze.


    “Well, well, well. Look what the cat dragged in.”


    Jessa didn’t miss the pun in her words. “What did you tell him, Kitty?”


    She shrugged an elegant shoulder. “Only the truth.”


    “That you begged like a whore in front of witnesses for a stranger to fuck you like a bitch in heat?”


    Kitty’s face briefly contorted with rage before sliding back into her practiced mask of civility. “Is that what it seemed, Jessa darling? Perhaps you were too drunk to remember what happened. I mentioned that to your doting husband, you know. I can certainly tell you he was concerned at the downward spiral you’re obviously experiencing.”


    “I don’t think so.”


    “Besides, Will wasn’t interested in me. He was more interested in the ex-convict his dear wife is seeing behind his back.”


    Jessa swallowed thickly. Ex-convict?


    The satisfaction on Kitty’s face made Jessa’s belly clench in anger. “Oh goodness me, Jessa, didn’t you know?”


    “It doesn’t matter what Connor did in the past, Kitty.”


    “Will thinks it does.”


    “And you think I care what Will thinks?”


    “Come on, sweetie.” Kitty applied her mascara with precision. “Men like Connor are fine for a quick fuck. But you can’t possibly think to stay with him. He can’t give you anything. Will has the money and he wants to make amends. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll tell him sorry and beg him to take you back.”


    “Never.”


    “So you’re going to run back to that murderer at the bar?”


    Murderer?


    “He did time for attempted murder, honey. I’ll bet a man that big has a hard time controlling his temper. Next time he might go too far and actually kill someone.” Kitty’s gaze narrowed. “Someone like you.”


    “You bitch, that’s what you told Will?”


    “Of course. Chase has plenty of friends at the courthouse. It was easy for him to get the particulars. Chase and Will have always been close friends, you know. They look out for one another.”


    Jessa closed her eyes and breathed deeply. So Connor had gone to jail for attempted murder? The facts fit the profile. That was true enough. Spending time in prison would account for so much of his withdrawal. It also explained why Alex had been hesitant to say anything about what Connor was up to during the six years Alex was overseas.


    “You look pale, Jessa, honey. Why don’t you lie down for awhile?” Kitty’s frank inspection of Jessa’s clothes made her skin crawl. “And then maybe you should head to the boutique and find a more appropriate outfit. We don’t allow strippers in here. You know that.”


    Jessa couldn’t take anymore. She spun on her heel and bolted from the ladies room. She’d intended to retrieve her car and retreat to Phoenix Rising to get her thoughts together, maybe talk to Alex if Connor didn’t seem inclined to explain. But her plans changed abruptly when she slammed bodily into Will before reaching the front doors.


    “Jessa! Darling, you’re here!”’


    His pale green eyes brightened before they looked her up and down, several times. Jessa had the insane urge to find a blanket and wrap it around her body. How could one man’s gaze feel so different from another’s? When Connor gave her that lingering stare with his hellfire eyes, she quivered in anticipation. Will’s frank look made her want to projectile vomit.


    “Sorry Will, I was just leaving.”


    “Jessa honey, wait. We need to talk.”


    “No talk. My lawyer will send you papers. Sign on the dotted line, no words necessary.”


    “You can’t be serious.”


    The drop in his tone signified his rising temper. Jessa couldn’t bring herself to care. “I don’t want to patch things up. I want a divorce.”


    She was practically shouting. He glanced around and offered brilliantly fake smiles to a few people lingering in the foyer. Obviously, he was still obsessed with his uber-civilized facade. Jessa couldn’t understand why cheating on his wife didn’t tarnish his image, but her wanting a divorce because of it did. Nothing about their prim, tight-assed society rules made sense to her anymore.


    “Do you really think divorce is going to solve your problems, Jessa?”


    The blatantly patronizing tone in his voice caused Jessa to bristle with outrage. “Me? You’re asking me if divorce will solve my problems? Are you insane? You’re the one who left.”


    He roughly grabbed her elbow and steered her into a deserted corner of the lounge. “There’s no need to be so loud. This is between you and me.”


    “No, it was between you and me. Then you made it between you, me, and Ginny. How are Ginny and the darling children, by the way?”


    Despite the gravity of the situation, Jessa felt a moment of levity in the expression on Will’s face. His lips thinned to a narrow line and he gnashed his teeth together, making the muscles in his jaw bounce.


    “Ginny is fine.”


    “Really?”


    “Our relationship wasn’t worth losing the nineteen years I’d spent with you.”


    Jessa crossed her arms and shot him a cool look of boredom. “Mm-hmm, yeah, right.”


    “Don’t act as if it meant nothing.”


    “Oh, it wasn’t me that acted as if our marriage meant nothing, Will. It was you.”


    Will’s hand sliced angrily through the air. “Enough bullshit, Jessa. I’m not granting you a divorce, and that’s final. And you’d better move your ass back home tonight. I’m done giving you space. Don’t think I’m unaware of what kind of company you’ve been keeping. It’s going to stop.”


    His green eyes flashed angrily. One hand curled into a tight fist and Jessa couldn’t stop nineteen long years of conditioning. Her mouth snapped shut as if glued. Angry words pounded her brain, but they were stopped by a dam that Jessa had spent ages constructing.


    Will shook himself, straightening his immaculate polo shirt and picking imaginary lint from his khakis. “That’s better.”


    Words trickled over her tongue but never made it out of her mouth. Jessa could only watch in numb horror as Will leaned down and brushed an impersonal kiss over her cheek before waving to Chase.


    “I’ve got a tee time to make, Jessa doll. You don’t mind do you?” He eyed her outfit again. “And find yourself some more appropriate clothing, please.”


    He walked away from her. Jessa let him. None of her newfound bravery, sensual freedom, or determination could wash away the lessons so hard learned during her marriage.


    She was a weak, pathetic little mouse. What was wrong with her?


    Maybe nothing could change how you were inside. Maybe she was really doomed to spend the rest of her life as a comfortable place for Will to stand.


    If that were the case, she would be better off dead.

  


  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Eighteen


    


    “So, how did it go with Terry yesterday?” Alex prodded as he slung glasses into the overhead rack above the bar.


    Jessa kept her head buried in the ice dispenser she was trying to defrost. “I don’t know yet.”


    “I thought Will wanted out.”


    “Things change.”


    His silence forced Jessa to peep out for a look at his expression. It was stormy. His unruly blonde curls framed the stony set of his jaw. His normally smiling lips were flat and a frown slanted his eyebrows at a severe angle.


    The look was almost more than Jessa could take. She’d had enough of disappointing people for a lifetime.


    “Don’t look at me like that, Alex. I don’t intend to run back to him.”


    “I would hope not.”


    “Then stop looking like you think I would.”


    Alex sighed. “I’m sorry. I’d just hate to have to stand back and watch two friends go through hell for nothing.”


    Jessa licked her paper-dry lips. “Are you sure Connor would really care?”


    “Are you joshing me?”


    She stood and tossed the ice pick onto the counter. She wished that Kitty’s words weren’t sitting in her gut like a time bomb. But they were. How could they not? It wasn’t as if Jessa was sweating an ex girlfriend or something. This was a prison sentence for attempted murder!


    But if Jessa were honest with herself, it was more than the prison time. The confrontation with Will had left a sour taste in her mouth she couldn’t get rid of. She was deep inside a well of doubt she couldn’t climb out of.


    “He’s never once said he loves me, Alex. He doesn’t kiss me, doesn’t talk about our relationship past not wanting to see me with anyone else.”


    “Isn’t that a dead giveaway?” Alex fumed. “If he didn’t want you around, he wouldn’t give a shit who you fucked in your spare time.”


    “That might be the way a man thinks. But I’m not a man.”


    A strange expression crossed Alex’s handsome features.


    “Why won’t he talk about himself, Alex?”


    “That’s something you’re going to have to ask him, Jessa.”


    “How? Anytime anybody mentions the past he clams up and changes subject.”


    “Look.” Alex stabbed restless fingers through his hair. “I know Connor. I’ve known him forever. And I’ve never seen him tied in knots over a woman like he is over you. He’s been obsessed with you since the moment you walked through that door.”


    Jessa opened her mouth to speak, but couldn’t find the words.


    “He tried to keep it casual, tried damn hard. Connor didn’t want a relationship. He hasn’t been in one since he was a teenager. But something about you changed his mind. I’ve sat back and watched it happen, let it happen! Don’t make me sorry I didn’t send your pretty little ass packing after that first week.”


    In the admittedly short time Jessa had known Alex, she had never seen him this worked up about anything. He was in her face with his eyes narrowed to slits and his words crackling with anger.


    “I love him, Alex,” Jessa told him quietly, fervently. “I love him more than I ever thought it was possible to love somebody.”


    The words were out, lying between them like a live grenade. She couldn’t take them back, wasn’t even certain she wanted to. Yet the timing was off in so many ways. Jessa had played the fool enough for one day. Did she really have to go and announce it out loud?


    “He would never hurt you. You know he wouldn’t. Connor would stand in the way of anything or anyone that tried to hurt you, Jessa. I know you want the words. But please listen to his actions. You’ve got no idea how hard it is for a man like him to express feelings he barely understands.”


    Jessa reached out and touched his arm. “If you’re so afraid of what I could do to him, Alex, why have you let it go on so long?”


    “You make him happy. I’ve never seen him like this before. He smiles and laughs and relaxes with you. He actually talks in something other than that growl of his. Connor isn’t like me. He can’t live this shiftless life forever. He needs to be needed.”


    “I need him,” Jessa whispered.


    “Yeah, you do.”


    


    * * *


    


    The raised voices in the bar had stopped. Connor sat at his desk, waiting, uncertain what would happen next, but knowing he didn’t want to move things along. When someone pushed the door open, he was both relieved and disappointed to find Alex on the other side.


    “Can I come in?”


    “Since when do you ask?”


    “Since today,” Alex said, shoving the door closed behind him and flopping into the extra chair.


    Connor stretched in his chair until his back popped. He shot Alex a pointed look. “You’re sitting on my shirt.”


    “Sorry, man.” Alex pulled the hunter green dress shirt off his chair and tossed it on the desk. “Why can’t you keep your clothes on?”


    “Because Jessa just takes them off again.”


    The fact that Alex had no response ready for his flippant comment spoke volumes to Connor. His friend’s face was troubled and a shadow concealed the laughter that usually filled his blue eyes.


    “You’ve got to tell Jessa what happened that night with Melanie.”


    Why this, why now? Why couldn’t the past stay in the past?


    “It happened a long time ago, Alex. Let it lie.”


    “That might work with anyone else. But it won’t work with her. She deserves to know.”


    “Why? So she can leave?”


    “I don’t think she’ll leave you.”


    “I don’t want to risk it.”


    “And if she finds out from someone else?”


    “I’ll deal with that when and if it happens.”


    Alex cursed and ripped his hands through his hair. “Do you not get this? If she finds out from someone else it’s going to look like you intentionally didn’t tell her!”


    Connor pierced Alex with his most unnerving stare. The one that had sent rapists and murders on the inside scurrying for cover. Alex didn’t flinch. He didn’t back down, either.


    “That might’ve worked on those scumbags in the pen, Connor. But I know you better than that. It won’t work on me. And it won’t work on Jessa.”


    Alex didn’t bother to close the door on his way out. He just turned his back and left Connor feeling naked and alone.


    How could he willingly tell Jessa something that was likely to make her look at him as if he had turned into some kind of monster? Wasn’t it better to pretend none of it ever happened? She deserved so much more than a man with a past like Connor’s. Without the past, he could pretend there was a future somewhere for the two of them.


    


    * * *


    


    The bar was full to the rafters and spilling out onto the street. Connor wasn’t overly surprised, given the fact that it was a summer weekend. What better activity was there for a hotter-than-hell night that to get rip roaring drunk?


    It was hard to control the flow of patrons at the door and keep one eye tuned to the people already inside. Plus, Connor had his hands full with a steady stream of under-agers carrying fake IDs. He didn’t allow them in his bar. There were no exceptions to his rule. Given what usually went on in the dark recesses of the huge main room, he had his reasons. But it didn’t stop their determined curiosity.


    “Connor!”


    He turned to see Alex emphatically waving him over. Grunting at the line of people waiting to show ID, Connor clicked the cage shut and left his post to answer Alex’s summons. Connor didn’t like to leave the door on a busy night for anything, but there didn’t seem to be any other options open. It was just the three of them and Jessa had her hands full with over twenty tables full of rollicking drunks.


    “He just passed out,” Alex said, pointing to a body draped across the bar.


    Connor cursed beneath his breath as he lifted the man’s limp body over one shoulder. “Did you call a cab?”


    Alex flipped a bottle of whiskey end over end and poured seven shots before sliding them down the slick surface of the bar top. Still pouring with his other hand he nodded to Connor. “Yeah, I called a few minutes ago. Just take him out front. It’s the usual company.”


    Preoccupied with the limp drunk balanced on his shoulder, Connor didn’t see the group of rawboned construction workers slide the latch on the cage. They waited until he exited through the side door before disappearing into the crowded bar. They were well over the legal limit with more than just alcohol. Connor would’ve never admitted them to the already max capacity room.


    


    * * *


    


    “Hey honey, can we get another round of beers?”


    Jessa grinned at Wade, Tommy and their buddies. It hadn’t taken long for her to be able to recognize every one of them. They were a well-behaved bunch that knew how to leave a decent tip.


    “No problem, guys. Give me just one more minute.” She rested her hand on Wade’s shoulder as she slid past him with a full tray balanced on her shoulder.


    After delivering the Jell-O shooters to a table of college students enjoying the beginning of summer break, Jessa swung around toward the bar. Before she could weave her way back, a ham-sized hand grabbed her hip and reeled her in.


    “Hey now, none of that!” she chastised in the firm voice she was starting to reserve for inebriated men who got too fresh.


    Jessa found herself straddling the lap of a middle-aged construction worker. The guy’s breath smelled like 40 proof and one of his eyes was oddly off kilter. It took Jessa a moment to realize that his pupils weren’t equally dilated. She wondered if alcohol was the only thing coursing through this guy’s blood. She suspected he was a veritable pharmacopoeia of illegal substances.


    “Whets matter, sweetheart?” the man drawled. “You aren’t too busy to work for a little extra tip, are ya?”


    “Actually, yeah, I am.” Jessa launched herself off his lap and shot toward the bar.


    The uproarious laughter following her wasn’t confidence-inspiring. Trying her best to ignore the nervous lump forming in her stomach, Jessa grabbed seven frozen mugs and poured frothing draft beer into each one.


    She wanted to warn Alex or Connor about the new arrivals. But Alex was at the other end of the bar mixing drinks at a crazy pace and Connor was arguing fiercely in the doorway with somebody who wanted in. There wasn’t anyone else to tell. Jessa wasn’t altogether certain Connor had let these guys in to begin with. They didn’t seem to belong. Not even in a bar like Phoenix Rising.


    Jessa dropped the draft beers at Wade’s table and tried to give the strangers a wide berth. The guy was waiting for her.


    He snagged the hem of her skirt and yanked her back into his lap. “Hey, sweet thing!”


    “I’m not your sweet thing,” Jessa grumbled as she shoved him away.


    His leering grin sent chills racing down her spine. “Give me a minute and you will be.”


    


    * * *


    


    “Connor!”


    Connor was trying to eject a group of giggling underage girls who were convinced they could change his mind by rubbing their slender bodies all over him. The incident made him long for a hot shower. Some men paid big bucks for a nineteen year old. He wasn’t one of them and wouldn’t aid and abet, either. The girls had no business being in his bar before they were twenty-one.


    “Connor!” Alex’s voice sounded more insistent than usual.


    A bad feeling settled over him before he even had a chance to turn around. Alex was fine but he was pointing frantically to the far end of the room, already dialing the phone with his free hand.


    “Holy shit,” Connor growled.


    A middle-aged businessman grabbed his arm. “Hey, let us in before you go!”


    Connor shoved the man back. “Get the fuck out, we’re closed!”


    “It’s barely past midnight!”


    His words fell on deaf ears. Connor was gone and the cage locked behind him. The only doors left were the exits. Taking a deep breath, Connor leapt over the partition separating the entrance from the tables. “Bust!” he bellowed at the top of his lungs.


    Everyone turned to stare at him, but Connor had no eyes for them. His only goal was Jessa.


    Barely visible in a circle of burly men Connor had never seen before, she was struggling frantically to get away.


    Dead wouldn’t even apply when he was done with them.


    Her stockings were shredded, her apron trampled on the floor as she fought them for her top. The look of sheer terror on her face ripped Connor wide open on the inside. He fought his way through the crowd paying no attention to those he took down on his way.


    His vicious press through the masses gained the attention of Wade and his friends sitting not far from Jessa. They turned to see what was going on and then stood when they realized she was in trouble.


    Connor could see words exchanged. A shoving match ensued but Jessa was still fighting. Still struggling to get away, to talk her way out of it, anything but to let them continue with what they obviously intended to do.


    “Bust!” Alex shouted from the other end of the bar. “Everybody get the fuck out!”


    The regulars didn’t wait. They knew he meant the cops were coming. Alex and Connor always warned their clientele when the police were on their way. It only ever happened when things got totally out of hand.


    “Don’t touch her!” Connor roared as he burst into the confrontation.


    There’d already been blows exchanged and Tommy lay on the floor. Connor caught a fist in his gut and knew instantly that these strangers had something extra special in their bloodstream. The punch had the power of a cement truck. He grunted and took the hit before lashing out at the attacker.


    Nobody touched what belonged to him.


    


    * * *


    


    Connor was quick, and he was brutal, but these guys weren’t right. Some strange substance coursed through their veins and kept them on their feet long after normal men would’ve crumpled beneath Connor’s onslaught.


    Bone and cartilage crunched beneath Connor’s big fist, and one man went down with his nose smashed flat to his face. Another immediately took his place. There always seemed to be another.


    A man jumped behind Connor and grabbed his arms while another attacked from the front with inhuman speed. Connor grunted as he took several punches to the gut. Tears streamed down Jessa’s face as she desperately looked around for help.


    “Connor!” Alex shouted from somewhere to their left.


    Wrenching his arms free, Connor reached out with one hand and caught a wood baseball bat thrown from outside the circle. A feral grin split his features and the blood began to flow in earnest.


    Jessa had never seen anything like it. The sheer brutality should’ve frightened her, especially knowing what she did about Connor’s checkered past. But Jessa clearly understood the purpose behind his violence. Every crushed windpipe, cracked jaw, and broken bone was just retribution for the bruises and lacerations covering her arms and legs. Though it might not have been enough to pay for the crime they’d intended to commit.


    In what seemed simultaneously like seconds and hours, it was over. Jessa found herself sitting alone in a chair, trembling like a leaf. The only thing that mattered then was Connor. His massive frame standing tall before her with his shirt covered in a mixture of sweat and blood. Jessa didn’t care. He opened his arms and she managed to rise and stumble forward to lean on his strength.


    “It’s okay,” he murmured, folding his heavily muscled arms around her shaking frame. “It’s over.”


    “The cops will be here in another minute,” Alex said as he shoved his way through.


    “Where were you?” Jessa asked in a small voice. “They were trying to kill him!”


    Alex leaned down and offered a small smile before reaching out to brush away a stray lock of her brown hair. “I can only do so much, love. Besides, the big guy had you covered as soon as he saw what was going on.”


    Jessa shuddered. “What was wrong with them?”


    Connor eyed the six bodies lying around them like marionette dolls with their strings cut. All were either out cold or too preoccupied with their injuries to cause any more trouble. “I would guess it to be an upper of some kind. Ice, meth, cocaine maybe, wouldn’t be able to tell until they’re booked and someone runs a blood test.”


    Wade and his friends were still hovering. They were trying to revive Tommy.


    “Thank you, Wade,” Jessa told him when she could trust her voice.


    Wade smiled. “Honey, this is our bar. Nobody messes with our bar.”


    Connor grimaced and wiped blood from his face with the tail of his shirt. It streamed out of a deep gash above his left eye. His lower lip oozed from a split and one cheekbone sported a nasty laceration.


    “God, I thought they were going to kill you,” Jessa choked on another sob.


    “Nah, honey, Connor’s tougher than he looks,” Wade teased before placing a hand on Connor’s shoulder. “We’re going to head out before the cops get here. Take care.”


    “Thanks, Wade.”


    “No problem.”


    


    * * *


    


    Connor’s entire body throbbed in pain. Jessa was huddled in his arms as if the whole world was ending. He could stand a few cuts and bruises if it meant he got the chance to feel her heart beat in time with his. She was a perfect weight against his chest.


    He never wanted to let go.


    Red and blue lights streamed into view, flashing through the dingy front windows like strobe lights. Connor stiffened before he could force himself to relax. No matter how long it had been, he still had an inherent distrust of police in general.


    “Here they come,” Alex murmured to Connor.


    Connor took a deep breath and squeezed Jessa closer.


    “Everyone okay in here?” a voice called from the doorway.


    Alex shielded his eyes against the flashing lights. “That you, Parelli?”


    “Yeah, who do you have in there, Alex?”


    “It’s just me, Connor, our waitress and six guys we would appreciate some help ejecting from the bar.”


    Parelli chuckled and called orders to the rest of the officers on scene before walking inside the bar. Connor nodded a silent greeting to the middle-aged beat cop. Parelli was a good guy. He never gave Connor any crap about his past, unlike several of the others he’d dealt with in other situations.


    “So, what happened?”


    Alex quickly outlined their adventures. Connor remained silent, Jessa still wrapped in his embrace.


    “You should go upstairs,” he murmured. “You can grab some of my clothes from the apartment and wash up.”


    She fisted her hands in his torn shirt. “No, I don’t want to leave you.”


    She could’ve demanded anything in that tone of voice, and he would’ve complied. Her soft eyes begged, and she was nibbling her lower lip. Connor suspected she was starting to come down from her adrenaline high.


    “Your clothes are a mess,” Connor reminded her gently. “Just go up and get something to put on. You can come right back.”


    She buried her face in his chest. “No,” she said, her voice muffled.


    “Here, take this.” Alex shucked out of his pinstriped button down shirt and tossed it in her direction.


    Connor started to pull away from Jessa. “No, she can wear mine.”


    Alex shook his head and chuckled. Connor resisted the urge to hit him. After all, it wasn’t Alex’s fault that Connor couldn’t stand the thought of seeing Jessa wearing any man’s clothes but his.


    “Your shirt is covered in blood and just as torn as hers, Connor. Get a grip, mate.”


    Connor didn’t respond to Alex’s comment. But he backed away from Jessa long enough for her to pull Alex’s shirt over the torn remnants of her cotton camisole.


    Blood, bodies, and a woman in his arms, how accurately could history repeat itself?


    “Connor, you feeling okay? You look like you could use a medic,” Parelli drawled as he approached, clipboard in hand.


    “Just some blood and dirt, Parelli, you know how it goes.”


    The beat cop smiled, “Yeah, all in a day’s work for Connor Archuleta and his Phoenix Rising.”


    “So, what do you think?” Alex prodded.


    “I think I’m going to have to ask all three of you to come down to fill out a statement.”


    Connor and Alex exchanged glances.


    “I’ll lock up and follow you two down,” Alex murmured.


    Jessa’s hazel eyes were wide with fear. The knuckles clutching the front of his shirt were white. When Jessa nibbled her lip, Connor realized how pale she’d gone.


    “Hey.” His gravel voice rasped through her tension. “They just want a full statement of what happened so they’ll know what to do with those pieces of shit.”


    “Are you sure?” she whispered, casting an uneasy glance at Parelli. “What if they try to put you in jail?”


    “Don’t worry sweetheart, I was just doing my job. This is all routine, I promise.”


    Parelli offered Jessa a warm smile. “We aren’t going to lock him up, Ms. Kincaid. I’ve known Connor a long time. We’re well past all of that.”

  


  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Nineteen


    


    Connor grimaced as an EMT probed the cut over his eye. The man was trying to decide if Connor needed to drop by an emergency room for stitches. Jessa paced anxiously nearby, wringing her hands.


    There weren’t words to express how sorry Connor was that Jessa had to go through all of this.


    “He’s going to be just fine,” the middle-aged EMT assured her.


    The sound of torn adhesive made her pause in her energetic trek across the room. Connor winced as the edges of his skin were pulled together. Gentle fingers applied the steri-strips to keep the cut closed. Connor sighed. At least there wouldn’t be a need for sutures.


    Connor was grateful for the EMT’s understanding nature. He’d asked Jessa a few very probing questions in quiet tones before reassuring her that there wasn’t going to be any need for an invasive rape exam. Connor had been more relieved than Jessa to hear that bit of news. If she’d actually been raped on the floor of his bar, the beast screaming inside Connor’s psyche would’ve torn the station apart trying to kill the bastards who’d touched her.


    The EMT snagged Jessa’s hand on her way past and tugged her into the seat beside Connor. “Relax honey. I’m going to go report back to Parelli. I’m sure he’ll be along in a few minutes to finish up.”


    Connor wrapped one arm around Jessa’s slight frame and tucked her into his big body. Having given up his tattered dress shirt to Parelli as evidence, he’d been left in one of the black cotton tank tops Jessa liked so well.


    “I don’t want you to go back to jail, Connor,” Jessa whimpered, face pressed against his chest.


    Hang on, had she just said “go back?”


    “Why did you never tell me about the time you spent in prison, Connor?”


    “It’s not a nice story.”


    “I wouldn’t have cared.”


    Her acceptance didn’t bring peace. Connor turned and pegged her with a lethal gaze. “I did five years for attempted murder, Jessa.”


    “You’re not a cold-blooded killer. Nothing could make me believe you really meant to kill someone, Connor. I know you. You might toe the line. But you’ve got your limits.”


    Her quiet faith in his innate humanity was Connor’s undoing. This woman had just watched him brutally incapacitate six men and yet she was convinced she knew him to be worthy of trust.


    He didn’t deserve a woman like Jessa.


    Connor didn’t care anymore. He wasn’t good enough for Jessa Kincaid. But living without her was unacceptable. Alex’s warning made so much more sense right then than before. Alex had suspected Jessa of knowing the truth. Now Connor was put into the position of having to tell her something ugly when they were already surrounded by reminders of past wrongs.


    Damn his arrogant pride. It was time to do something to make himself worthy of Jessa. It was time to tell her the truth.


    “Connor?”


    “It was a long time ago, Jessa. I was only a kid.”


    “But it happened to you. That makes it important. Everything that happens is what makes you who you are. Didn’t you say that about me and Will?”


    So he had.


    “I loved Melanie like a blind fool and she played me as if I were one.”


    He couldn’t fathom the hurt that filled her eyes at this admission. It wasn’t as if he loved Melanie any more. The bitch could rot in hell for all he cared. Not that he wanted to shock Jessa with that blunt confession.


    Her voice was whisper soft. “What happened?”


    “She cheated on me. When I caught her in a lie, she claimed she’d been raped by the guy.” Understanding dawned in her eyes and Connor felt real hope for the first time that night.


    “You were punishing him for what he did to her and didn’t stop until you realized she’d been lying.”


    Connor nodded. “She started screaming when I knocked him out cold and kept going. When she realized I was going to keep on until he was dead, she admitted what she’d done. By that time it was too late and I was on my way to jail.”


    “A jury convicted you for that?”


    “It was a pretty brutal assault, Jessa. I had no right to do what I did.”


    It pleased him to hear her defense of his actions regardless of how inexcusable they’d been at the time. She pressed her face into his chest and wept dry, racking sobs. Connor held her and let her vent. He couldn’t imagine what she must be feeling after a night full of shocking revelations. The rest would be up to Jessa.


    “I’m sorry, Jessa. I don’t talk about the past much. And I never would’ve picked this moment to confess my sins.”


    “It doesn’t matter, Connor. I don’t care what happened before. I’ve never cared.”


    “You say that now, but what I did is something that can’t be erased.”


    A voice raised in anger at the counter outside their little interview room caught Connor’s attention. Still cradling Jessa, he lifted his head for a better view.


    The noise came from a slender man with short brown hair sticking out at all angles. He was screaming in the face of the desk sergeant and waving his manicured hands about in frantic circles. A terrible suspicion began to grow in Connor’s mind. When the sergeant left the desk and headed for their door with the little man in tow, it was confirmed.


    “Uh, excuse me, Ms. Kincaid.” The sergeant smiled apologetically. “There’s a man out here who claims to be your husband.”


    Jessa lifted her head away from Connor just as the door went flying open. Her mouth formed a round O of surprise.


    “Will! What are you doing here?”


    “What am I doing here?” he snapped angrily. “What the hell are you doing here? I said I was done giving you space, Jessa. This is ridiculous! I will not let you make a laughingstock out of me with this,” he looked at Connor, “low life!”


    Connor quirked an eyebrow. “Watch yourself, little man.”


    Will’s face turned a brilliant shade of purple and he lunged at Jessa, grabbing her arm. She had no choice but to follow her limb as Will dragged it away from Connor.


    “Wait!” she yelped. “What are you doing?”


    “Taking you home!”


    Connor shot to his feet, fists clenched at his sides. “I don’t think you have any right to come in here and give orders after filing for divorce.”


    “Divorce? Is that what she told you?” Will straightened. “I’ve got no intention of divorcing my wife. I’ve tried to give her some space. But I can’t let her destroy herself with some ex-con like you! A little over a month in your company, and look what I have to bail her out of!”


    The color drained from Jessa’s face. The arm she’d been stretching out toward Connor dropped abruptly. Her hand curled and fisted as she emitted a high sound of protest. Her hazel eyes frantically locked with his hell-black gaze, trying desperately to reach him. But Connor had drawn inward the instant he heard Will’s fevered words.


    Jessa had lied? How could she have lied about everything? Every touch, every look, every word from her sweet mouth was a lie!


    “Then get her the fuck out of here,” Connor snarled, his tone the only evidence of his internal agony.


    


    * * *


    


    “Wow, Jessa, you really know how to pick them.”


    The naked derision in Will’s voice barely penetrated Jessa’s dissociative retreat into her mind. She huddled in the front of Will’s luxury sedan with her arms locked around her knees, rocking back and forth in the bucket seat.


    “Kitty told Chase he looked dangerous.” Will whistled. “I had no idea how right she was. You’re lucky he didn’t rape and kill you before dumping your body in the river.”


    Jessa remained silent. She couldn’t speak. The picture of Connor’s face was too fresh in her memory. Will had made her seem like such a liar. How could Connor have reacted any differently? After Melanie had betrayed him all those years ago, it was no wonder he didn’t seem to believe Jessa would be any different.


    “Where the hell did you get these clothes you’re wearing? Did you rob some hooker’s apartment? God, I was embarrassed to walk out of there with you!”


    Apparently, he only liked wild mistresses. His wife was supposed to be boring as hell. An odd development since he’d listed bedroom boredom as a reason for leaving her.


    Will’s behavior still baffled Jessa. He hadn’t wanted her. He’d made that obvious when he’d carefully laid out the final arrangements for the demise of their nineteen-year marriage. He hadn’t once said he wanted to keep her on the shelf in case things with Ginny didn’t work out although that had evidently been his intention.


    “I’m sorry I left you, Jessa doll. You knew it wasn’t for good.” Will peered into her face. “You knew that, right?”


    She wanted to spit on him. She wanted to reach over and strangle him. To make him crash the car so both of them would die in the twisted mass of metal.


    What about Connor?


    Would he ever let her explain? Would he ever believe her? How could he when there had been so much withholding and miscommunication between them?


    It seemed only minutes from the police station to their driveway. The massive house was lit up like Christmas. Jessa didn’t want to get out. Didn’t want to go inside and face that house.


    “Go on inside to the bedroom. Marissa has a bath drawn for you.”


    Marissa, the housekeeper Will had fired right before leaving Jessa so he wouldn’t have to pay her salary. It was as if Will wanted to pretend nothing had ever happened.


    It would be easier to sink back into that life. Simpler to forget Connor and Alex and all of her ridiculous pipe dreams about a man who more than likely hated her now, anyway. With Connor seemingly unattainable, wasn’t it better just to retreat to her old life?


    She trudged to the top of the steps and into the master suite. Jessa’s favorite combat boots took forever to unlace and kick aside. The remnants of her stockings made no noise as she slid them off and dropped them to the posh carpet. Jessa slid her short black skirt down over her hips and then reached over her head to remove Alex’s shirt.


    She held the pinstriped white and blue material tightly in her hands before lifting it to her face and inhaling deeply. If Jessa closed her eyes, she could picture Phoenix Rising. The shirt smelled of whisky, smoke, and Alex’s personal musk. A scent she’d come to know second only to Connor’s dominating male fragrance.


    Tears prickled her eyes.


    “Ms. Jessa?” Marissa waddled in and began tsking as she hustled Jessa toward the enormous tub overfilled with hot water and scented bubbles.


    Jessa sank into the welcome heat and let it soothe away the physical aches and pains of the night. Nothing could fix the throbbing space in her heart where Connor was still firmly lodged.


    She might as well get used to the gilded prison. She had nowhere else to go. With Connor at her back, she might’ve had a prayer. But after Will so cleverly portrayed her as nothing more than a lying whore with a forked tongue, how could Connor ever trust her?


    Forget trust, Connor had never gotten over Melanie. It was obvious in the way he spoke of her. He’d admitted to loving his childhood sweetheart, something he still hadn’t ever said of Jessa. Then, instead of showing him how much she loved him, Jessa had followed in Melanie’s footsteps of betrayal. If ever there’d been a chance for the two of them, it was gone now. Will had made certain of that.


    Jessa’s agony erupted in a gut-wrenching moan as she cradled her face in her hands and wept bitter tears. If she’d only taken the time to be completely honest with Connor. Instead, they’d both been too busy protecting themselves to worry about honesty. Now Jessa was left to sink back into the numb reality of her endless marriage to Will.


    Clamping her jaw shut on her pain, Jessa stood. Water sloshed over the edge of the tub and left a trail of bubbles across the tile floor. Jessa ignored the mess. She reached for a towel and stepped out. It was time to face the music.


    Bedtime was horrible. Jessa dressed head to toe in pajamas before exiting the bathroom. It felt weird to climb into bed with clothes on. Weirder still was seeing Will’s boring face staring intently at the television while he watched some Learning Channel special.


    Will completely ignored her. It was a mixed blessing, as Jessa didn’t have to make ridiculous excuses not to let him touch her. But it made her miss Connor more fiercely than ever.


    Jessa wanted his arms wrapped securely around her. Especially on a night like this, when so many horrifying things had happened all at once. Jessa wanted his mouth on her skin and his cock deep inside her pussy. She wanted him closer than close, to make him come deep inside her body and fill her with his essence until there was no way to tell where she stopped and Connor began.


    


    * * *


    


    Alex frowned when he spotted Connor sitting alone on the bench. “Where the hell is Jessa? Did they have to take her to the ER for a rape exam?”


    “No.” Connor didn’t expand. He heaved his aching body off the chair and walked away, forcing Alex to follow or be left behind. He’d aged a hundred years that night. Nothing in his life would ever be the same again. Jessa had gone, and she’d taken everything good in his life with her.


    “Connor, wait!” Alex grabbed his arm.


    “She left, Alex, with her husband. I think it’s a safe bet that we won’t see her around the bar again.”


    Alex’s shock showed in his expression as he trailed along in Connor’s wake toward the car.


    “Get in,” Connor demanded, sliding into the driver’s seat.


    Alex hurriedly closed the door behind him and pulled the seatbelt over his shoulder. “You can’t leave it like this, Connor.”


    “You know he’s not even filing for divorce?”


    “Yeah, I suspected as much this afternoon. Jessa was pretty upset about it when she came in.”


    It took a moment for Connor to digest this information. “Wait, you knew? And you didn’t think to mention it?”


    “Why do you think I was pushing you to come clean with her?”


    “How would telling her about my past have avoided this? Her husband never wanted to leave her. It was all a lie.”


    “I can’t believe that, Connor.” Alex frowned. “I think he did leave her. That was what drove her to us and especially to you. You knew she went home for a few days to sort things out with a lawyer. She called Terry. I know she did because I’ve talked to him since.”


    “I never should’ve fucking let her outta my sight!” Connor growled, knuckles white on the steering wheel.


    “I swear Connor, you’re all gut reaction and no brain. Think for a minute, will you? I know she didn’t lie about her intention to get a divorce. You know it wasn’t her choice to begin with. Why would she lie? What did she have to gain? She loves you.”


    “You still think that?”


    Alex pursed his lips. “You don’t?”


    Forcing his emotions in check, Connor remembered a whispered conversation in his bedroom. She told him her husband left her. She also said it hadn’t upset her. She never loved him. Why? Because she loved Connor. How had he returned her love? He’d sent her back home with the same bastard that’d tied her in knots to begin with.


    Connor’s mind conjured a cherished image of Jessa splayed out before him, pussy glistening with her creamy arousal, begging him to slide his cock deep inside her.


    Alex’s sharp voice forced him back to the moment. He was pounding the steering wheel. “Hey, stop killing my car. You can fix this tomorrow.”


    “I’ve got to go now.” Connor started to flip a U-turn.


    “Are you kidding? It’s two a.m.!”


    “If that fucking bastard lays a hand on her body, I’m going to kill him!”


    “This isn’t the time for territorial bullshit, Connor. You’re going to have to do some groveling tomorrow, and you need to calm down.”


    “Groveling?”


    “Did you ever get around to telling her about your past?”


    Connor groaned. “Tonight, at the station.”


    “What did she say?”


    His heart was ripping in two. “She accepted it, no questions asked.”


    “Then I suggest you start getting your apology ready, mate.”

  


  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Chapter Twenty


    


    “Jessa, baby, open your legs for me. I want you.”


    The voice didn’t sound right. Where was Connor’s velvet rasp? And the scent was all wrong. Connor’s musky sandalwood smell had been replaced by a vaguely familiar soap with unpleasant memories attached to it.


    Jessa’s eyes flew open. Will was dry humping her prone body. He had one knee wedged between her legs and was trying to scrape her pajama bottoms away from her waist.


    “God, you’re gorgeous, doll. Have you lost weight?”


    Did women actually go for those kinds of lines? Jessa vaguely wondered how desperate Ginny had been to buy Will’s particular brand of bullshit.


    She struggled a little with his invasion. He was nowhere near Connor’s size but he was deadweight. Where Connor’s delicious weight was all muscle and control, Will flopped around like a fish.


    The thought of Connor gave Jessa strength. She grunted and applied more force. “Get. Off!”


    Will bounced, but actually mistook it for some bizarre kind of foreplay. He murmured nonsense and wetly nuzzled her neck. Jessa wriggled violently and managed to get one leg free. Raising it as high as she could under the circumstances, Jessa buried her heel in his thigh. The resulting charley horse made him squeal like a little girl and roll away from her.


    “Oww! What the hell?” he whined as he held his leg and tried desperately to massage the cramp.


    “Get off! Could I be clearer, Will?”


    “You’re my wife! If I want to make love to you, I will!”


    “And I can say no! It’s this neat little trick I learned while you were out screwing around!”


    Will was stunned to silence.


    “And by the way, I’m not your doll!”


    God, if felt so good to voice an opinion once in awhile. Jessa swung her legs over the side of the bed and launched into the bathroom where she immersed herself in scalding hot water to wash the stench of Will away from her skin.


    Connor had to forgive her. She couldn’t live like this anymore.


    Jessa had played dead for the nineteen years she was married to Will. She’d gone through the motions of a productive life but she hadn’t lived. She hadn’t lived until Connor’s abrupt entrance into her life. Until he’d forced Jessa out of her narrow-minded comfort zone and into the sexual awareness she’d unknowingly longed for her whole life.


    From the moment he’d forced her to admit that she loved to watch Alex and Isabel fuck to his blatant exploration of her body on top of the bar, Jessa had started waking up. And she wasn’t in any hurry to go back to her old life. Not without a fight.


    Jessa wasn’t an idiot. She knew that Connor had loved a woman named Melanie who’d royally screwed him over. He was stubborn and tenacious and arrogant as sin. But somehow, Jessa was going to make him understand that her heart belonged to him and only him.


    What if she couldn’t convince him, couldn’t make him listen?


    Jessa rested her forehead against the cool tile of the shower wall and turned the water off. What would happen to her if Connor refused to believe her? What if he turned his back and walked away?


    Living under an overpass would be better than Will’s luxury prison.


    Jessa emerged from the bathroom ready to do battle. But the only one in the bedroom was Marissa.


    “Mr. Will has gone down to breakfast, Ms. Jessa,” Marissa said, plumping a pillow on the bed.


    Jessa went to the closet and dug around for the stash of clothes she’d left behind the day before. Before Anne’s visit when everything had seemed so cut and dried. They were some of the racier ensembles Morgan had put together. Jessa figured the racier the better. She was about to show Will one hundred and one reasons he didn’t want to be married to her.


    Reason number one, Jessa refused to keep quiet anymore.


    Jessa clomped across the marble floor in her combat boots. It was difficult to keep a straight face when Will caught sight of her from the dining room. The short pleated camouflage skirt barely covered the tops of her silk stockings. Little black bows peeked out with every step she took. Connor’s favorite black corset top was semi covered with a second skin olive green knit top that did nothing to hide the enormous amount of cleavage spilling over the top of the corset. The outfit was more daring than Jessa would’ve normally gone for. But at this point, more was good, and shock-and-awe was better.


    Jessa had pulled her hair up into a messy knot that flattered the curve of her neck. A hint of cosmetics enhanced the fullness of her lips and the invitation in her eyes. It was an invitation Jessa would not be extending to Will.


    Will froze with a piece of toast halfway to his mouth. “What in God’s name are you wearing?”


    “Clothes?”


    “Are you planning to walk down the street and wait on the corner for your next trick?”


    “No, my pimp hates it when I freelance.”


    Will sputtered into his coffee.


    Jessa held her temper. Sitting down, she made certain to show plenty of leg. She settled into a chair and poured a glass of orange juice from the carafe. She was thoroughly enjoying the tension-laden silence. It was nice to be on the aggressive end of it for once.


    “So,” she began conversationally. “Did Ginny stop kissing your ass and licking your balls, or what?”


    Will coughed. “I’m sorry?”


    “I said,” Jessa cleared her throat and raised her voice à la Eric Cartman. “Did Ginny stop kissing your ass and licking your balls?”


    “Things just didn’t work out.”


    “Aw, was being a daddy too much for your commitment-phobic ass?”


    “No, her children needed more attention than my job allows me to give them.”


    “Wow, did you think that up all on your own?”


    “What is your problem, Jessa?” Will snapped. “I take you back after you make a whore of yourself in that disgusting bar downtown with some convicted murderer, and this is how you thank me?”


    “Attempted murder.”


    “What?”


    “Connor was never convicted of murder. It was attempted murder.”


    “Oh, I’m so sorry, doll. I’ll try to get it right next time.”


    “You do that.”


    More silence. Jessa slathered butter and jam on her toast with impunity. She added two slices of bacon and an egg. When the calorie-ridden concoction was ready, she picked it up and took a huge bite before chewing blissfully.


    “Aren’t you worried about your fat intake, doll?”


    Jessa swallowed. “Do I look like I am?”


    “Well, no but it’s never too early to start.”


    “It’s amazing.” Jessa prepared for a second bite. “But all the fucking I’ve been doing lately has really shed the pounds. I feel like I could eat just about anything.”


    Will let it slide, probably because the coward couldn’t think of anything to say. “I heard Anne has tried to file for divorce from Jason.”


    “Yeah, I know.”


    “Poor thing, she’s got no chance.”


    “You don’t think so?”


    “No, of course not. Jason is a respected psychiatrist and an important member of the community.”


    “Yeah, a real important member, especially to all of those hookers he keeps in high heels.”


    “You have no idea what you’re saying.”


    “Why? Because I should just lie down like a dog and let you do who or whatever you want? Or because Anne can’t possibly have a prayer since she’s the spurned wife and not the cock-carrying member of your little cheaters’ club?”


    The venom in her voice finally got through to him. Will put his paper down and slowly leaned toward her. “Get over it, Jessa. That scum-sucking convict doesn’t even want you anymore. You saw it in his face last night, just like I did. He thinks you lied to him.”


    Jessa sucked in a deep breath. “Do you think it matters about Connor?”


    “Without your big, bar-owning boyfriend, you’ve got no place to go, doll.”


    “Never underestimate a woman, Will. Never.”


    Jessa daintily wiped her mouth with a starched cloth napkin and set it down. Scooting her chair away from the table, she stood and straightened her skirt.


    “Don’t be ridiculous. Where do you think you’re going? I’ve no doubt you could find some pimp to take you on, Jessa. But do you really think it’s worth it?”


    Jessa was done. Done with their nasty barbed words and cold silences, done with the double standards and country club bitches. It was time to do something for herself. She stood up and left the table without another word.


    Will sprang to his feet but Jessa was too quick. She skated across the polished marble in her thick-soled combat boots, yanked the front door open, and leapt to the bottom of the stairs.


    “You’re acting like a child,” Will said, his tone oozing condescension.


    Movement in her peripheral vision distracted Jessa from her next verbal assault.


    Connor was standing in the yard, big and beautiful and about as approachable as a demon from hell. He looked just like he had on the first day Jessa laid eyes on him. The sunlight burnished his caramel-colored skin and lovingly bathed the rugged ridges and valleys of his body. His arms were bare, his black cotton tank top tucked into the waistband of his black cargos, thick soled work boots on his feet.


    “Jessa!”


    The sound of her name in his gravelly voice rolled through Jessa trailing exuberant joy in its wake.


    Will snagged a belt loop on her pleated skirt. “Don’t you dare.”


    “Let go. And don’t ever touch me again.”


    “I’m your husband.”


    “Not for long.”


    “I will not be made a fool of!”


    “Sure you will. You need to know what it feels like.”


    Fury danced in Will’s green eyes. His palm lifted to deliver a slap to Jessa’s face. She steeled her body, prepared to take whatever he could dish out but the blow never came.


    His expression changed to horror when a huge calloused hand caught his wrist and wrenched his arm around. Will yelped like a whipped puppy as he sank to his knees to avoid the punishing pain twisting his arm from its socket.


    “I think she told you to let go,” Connor growled.


    “Get. Off. My. Property,” Will gasped.


    “Gladly, but Jessa comes with me.”


    His mouth slid like silk over her name. Jessa lifted her eyes and searched his angry gaze. The hell black eyes softened and Jessa saw acceptance in their warm glow.


    “You came for me,” she whispered.


    “Alex says when I get angry I’m all gut reaction and no brain.”


    “Alex is correct.”


    “Forgive me?”


    “You don’t even have to ask.”


    “What do I do with this piece of shit?”


    Jessa had almost forgotten Will. He was still hanging from Connor’s fist by his hand. His bloodless face was pale and he was panting with exertion.


    “I’m so sorry,” Jessa said with the graciousness of any proper Southern Belle. “I think I forgot to properly introduce the two of you. Will, this is Connor. Connor, this is the piece-of-shit-husband I’m leaving. You can let him go if he promises to be good.”


    Connor stared into Will’s pasty face and lifted an eyebrow in silent question.


    “I wouldn’t touch that bitch if she was the last woman on earth,” Will sneered.


    “Now that ain’t nice,” Connor rumbled. “But I appreciate your understanding of how things are going to be. Jessa is mine. And that’s all you need to know.”


    Connor dropped Will on the edge of the neatly manicured lawn and pulled Jessa into his arms. Her heart swelled as she loved over every detail of his beloved face. A few shadowed bruises lingered from the previous night, and the gash over his left eye was probably going to scar. But he was hers, scars and all.


    Will scrambled, crabbing backwards away from Connor. “You’re not going to get shit in the divorce! You won’t get a cent of alimony when I’m done with you!”


    Jessa leaned around Connor’s bulk and laughed at her husband. “You never got it, did you? I don’t want anything from you. Not anymore.”


    Connor swept her into his arms and walked away from Will. Jessa didn’t have a backward glance for the husband and home that had dominated her life for nineteen years. She was too busy wondering at the incredible man she’d managed to find quite by accident.


    “I love you, Connor,” Jessa told him firmly. “I don’t remember if I ever told you that.”


    Jessa almost didn’t get the words out. Connor’s full lips descended on hers like a warm tidal wave. Everything around them ceased to exist, and the world creaked to a halt. Nothing mattered but the warmth and pressure of Connor’s lips. They were softer than she’d ever imagined them to be, and they pressed lovingly against hers until Jessa yielded everything. His tongue slid inside her mouth and rubbed alongside hers in a maddening rhythm that perfectly mimicked the ebb and flow of their lovemaking. Jessa moaned against his mouth. Connor tasted better than she ever could’ve imagined, sweet and spicy and male and magnificent. No matter how long he’d waited to give her this first kiss, it had been worth it.


    She whimpered in protest when he pulled away. Jessa could feel a tremble in the arms cradling her body. Connor pressed his forehead to hers and Jessa was shocked by the naked emotions stirring behind his black eyes.


    “I love you, Jessa. I don’t care what happened before. The past can stay there. The only thing that matters is you and me.”


    “I sure hope you meant that, Connor, because I’m going to hold you to it.”


    He grinned wickedly. “I wouldn’t expect anything less.”

  


  


  
    


    


    


    


    


    


    Epilogue


    


    “Mine.”


    His possessive growl ripped a visceral response from somewhere below Jessa’s belly. Her pussy lips plumped as the crown of Connor’s thick cock slowly bounced against her creamy center. Jessa shivered.


    The bar was completely empty. They’d barely made it past the door before Connor had begun stripping her out of her clothes. When they were both naked, he’d settled on the nearest tabletop and pulled her astride his magnificent body.


    “You’re so wet, Jessa. I’m dying to sink inside you.”


    His words drew her eyes downward. Jessa’s gaze skimmed past the muscled perfection of his belly to the three fingers slowly stroking her sex. She watched in fascination while he spread her labia and skimmed his fingertips over the silky hood of her clit.


    His low chuckle made her groan. “Are you watching me touch you, Jessa?”


    “Yes,” she hissed wantonly.


    Connor shuddered and eased his erection into position. His dusky-skinned cock pulsed with independent life. He pushed the crown past her outer labia. The soft, wet sound made Jessa mad with desire. Connor’s fingers kept her gently spread while he sank his thick shaft into her heat.


    “Look at me, Jessa.”


    “I am.”


    “Give me your eyes, sweet Jessa,” Connor murmured tenderly.


    His black gaze smoldered with hellfire when Jessa lifted her eyes. But something else lingered in their unfathomable depths, something she’d sensed before but had never seen. It drew her closer. Her pussy welcomed the full length of his cock. And her lips met his.


    Connor’s hands cradled her face with surprising gentleness. His hips bucked against her, moving the fullness of his erection against the sensitive ribbed muscles of her vagina. But when she would’ve cried out in her passion, he captured her sounds with his mouth in a soul-mating kiss.


    Jessa wrapped her arms around his neck, hands splayed against the velvet stubble on the back of his head as their mouths meshed in a passionate duel. Her tongue rubbed alongside his, the erotic play of their bodies mimicked in the drugging kiss.


    Connor moved deep inside her body, and their lips met again and again in surrender. His kiss turned gentle, teasing; he nipped at her tongue and lips, evoking a wave of tender feelings. But when Jessa’s wet sheath grew taut and she neared her climax, Connor’s kiss grew almost violent. Teeth bumped together, and he possessed her mouth with his tongue and lips until she was gasping for air.


    “Connor!”


    “I love you, Jessa.”


    The words came on a groan. Connor shuddered. His cock pulsed wildly, sending a hot rush of cum deep inside her body. Jessa seized, her muscles exploding into a rocking orgasm, hips bucking again and again, riding his cock until the haze of pleasure receded.


    Fans twirled lazily overhead. The cool air dried their sweat-slick bodies. Jessa didn’t move. She didn’t want him to remove the still-throbbing length of his cock from her body. Connor seemed content to remain on the tabletop with her cradled in his arms.


    His expression was unreadable. Jessa tenderly traced the strong line of his jaw with her fingertips. He caught her hand and kissed it.


    “This is all I have,” Connor gestured to the bar.


    Jessa eyed the jumble of tables and chairs, the bar, the shelves of liquor behind the counter, and offered him a warm smile. “This isn’t all you have, Connor.”


    “It is, Jessa. There’s no long dead relative waiting to will me his millions. I don’t have a college degree to fall back on. I’m just an ex-convict.”


    Jessa placed her fingers over his lips. “That isn’t what I meant.”


    Connor lifted an elegant eyebrow in silent question.


    “I just want you, Connor. The rest of it isn’t worth a hill of beans. Believe me, I should know.”


    His face tightened. Jessa was struck by this sudden display of vulnerability. It was humbling that a man like Connor, gifted with such incredible physical prowess and a brilliant mind, could be so unassuming.


    Jessa cupped his face in her hands. “You told me once that the past could be burned away. That we could rise from the ashes and be reborn.”


    “The way we were meant to be,” he agreed.


    She laughed, rocking against his hips. “Well, if memory serves, a Phoenix rises again and again from the ashes.”


    Comprehension dawned in his hell black gaze.


    Jessa moved again and then leaned down to whisper in his ear.


    “You’ve burned a mark on my soul, Connor Archuleta. You’ve helped me to be reborn. Now all I’m asking is that you help me rise from the ashes again and again.”


    It didn’t take any more convincing. Connor hungrily devoured Jessa’s mouth. Before she was consumed by the sexual storm of their mutual passion, Jessa had the wry thought that the cycle of death and rebirth would never grow dull with Connor by her side.
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    ~ Coming Soon ~


    


    


    Verifiable Intelligence


    © 2012 Kaitlin Maitland

  


  


  
    


    


    


    


    ~ Now Available from Kaitlin Maitland ~


    


    


    Mr. Wonderful Lies


    © 2011 Kaitlin Maitland


    


    Sometimes the only wonderful thing about him is his lies.


    


    Megan is tired of dating players. Despite the misgivings of her two closest friends, Megan finds her new Mr. Wonderful on the Internet. But the better things get with Mr. Wonderful, the worse things get with her friends, especially her friend Jared, the biggest player of them all. When things start to unravel, she can’t quite tell who’s playing whom, or just what to expect when Mr. Wonderful lies…

  


  


  
    


    


    


    


    ~ More Hot Romance from Etopia Press ~


    


    


    Bondi Beach Boys


    © 2011 Rhian Cahill


    


    What's a girl to do with two sexy Aussie surfers? Ride the waves, of course…


    


    After weeks of lusting over a couple of hot surfers, Piper Doyle has the opportunity to turn fantasy into reality. There’s just one problem—they’re her new clients. When the men offer a no-strings-attached affair, Piper has a decision to make, one her body made for her weeks ago when she first started watching “her boys.” She can’t risk the job that could make or break her career, but she sure as hell isn’t going to pass up this chance to live out her wildest dreams...


    Sam Bridges and Nate Russo share everything, from their home to their business to the occasional woman. Even themselves. But they’ve never shared what they feel for Piper. What starts out as hot sex with a willing woman turns into something none of them expected—but what’s wrong with a few strings on a hot summer day at the beach...


    


    


    


    Secretly More


    © 2011 Lux Zakari


    


    What if the one you love IS the one you’re with…


    


    Jay Navarrete has been in love with his best friend Kimber York for years. When she ends her frustrating long-term relationship with an apathetic musician, he decides the time is finally right to tell her how he feels.


    But Kimber has an agenda of her own, one that doesn’t include returning Jay’s feelings. Instead, she’s eager to make up for lost time by becoming more sexually adventurous. Her mission leads her to an upstairs bedroom at a wild party, where she agrees to be blindfolded and await a mystery lover. Although Jay knows it’s wrong, he’s unable to resist the opportunity to be with her.


    But Jay soon finds himself in a complex tug-of-war between his integrity and his heart, one that threatens to ruin everything between Kimber and him—especially when she falls hard for someone else: her mystery lover.


    


    


    


    By Surprise


    © 2012 Alyssa Turner


    


    Sex that's twice as good, love that's three times stronger.


    


    When Jodi returned to Burlington after a nasty divorce, broke and without a much needed place to sculpt, she never expected to bump into Paxton, her best friend from growing up. With her unresolved feelings for him still smoldering, it was a shock to find him married—to a great guy. But when Paxton and Nicholas offer her a room for rent in their too-big, too-expensive Victorian, complete with a turret to use as her art studio, it seems like the perfect solution for everyone. Until Jodi overhears Nicholas and Paxton making love—and finds herself burning hotter than she ever imagined.


    Nicholas always knew his husband Paxton was bi-sexual, but finding his forgotten stash of cheerleader DVDs makes him wonder if Paxton's been tamping down his old desires. As strong as their love is, he knows there are things he just can't give Paxton...or can he? He decides to get Paxton a very special birthday present—a night with a woman—a no-strings arrangement to grant him the fantasies Nicholas isn't equipped to fulfill. But when he meets Paxton's best friend Jodi, Nicholas finds himself facing new feelings of his own. If only he could stop imagining Jodi's body wedged between Paxton and him and figure out what to do...
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