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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Something was wrong.   
 
    It wasn’t so much a gesture that told Jayce that his beautiful neighbor was upset about something.  It was more just…a feeling or perhaps her body language.  Maybe it was the way she held the wine glass up to the sunlight?  Perhaps it was because the glass was filled almost to the rim.  Or maybe it was the tension in her shoulders or the odd way she held the glass tonight.  Nothing overt.  Just…slightly off.  
 
    For a moment, Jayce Cole watched her, drinking in the sight of her dark brown hair and smooth, tempting skin.   
 
    But just for a moment.  If something was wrong, he wanted to know what it was.  He moved through his house, although he continued to watch her.  Whipping his tie off and tossing it, along with his jacket, over one of the chairs, he grabbed a beer from the fridge and pulled open the back door, stepping out on to the stone steps of his patio.   
 
    His house was about the same size as the one his brother Oz had built and was now busy furnishing with his sweet wife, Charlotte.  But Oz preferred the isolation of the woods.  Jayce wanted to be near the water and he loved this old Victorian.  He loved the traditional lines as well as the connection to the past.   
 
    Jayce was slowly restoring the old house to its former glory.  Room by room, he sanded, painted, and repaired.  Everything good that had happened to him in his life had happened on the water, so when it had come time to settle down, he’d found this old Victorian on the lake and decided on restoration instead of building something new.   
 
    Hell, since leaving the Navy and his SEAL team a few years ago and starting up The Solutions Group with his older brother, Oz, and best friend, Riker Thune, he could afford just about anything he wanted.  His bank account was embarrassingly large and growing.  Even better, he was doing something that he believed in, helping others and doing things that the various governments around the globe couldn’t, or wouldn’t, accomplish.  As long as the mission was legal, moral, and ethical.  He was good at his job and he loved the danger, the excitement of it all.   
 
    But he also loved coming home to this.  Jessa was a beautiful brunette with mile-long legs and a smile that could light up the sky better than the sun.  She was also a brilliant mystery writer with an incredible imagination.  He’d read every one of her books, thoroughly enjoying the sex scenes in particular.  And the plots!  But yeah, those sex scenes had given even him some fabulous ideas!  There were things in those books that he hadn’t even tried, and he’d thought that he’d done it all.   
 
    Looking at Jessa, he wouldn’t have thought that she was that creative in the bedroom.  His initial impression of her had been that she was shy, introverted, and quiet.  It had taken several months to get her to just speak to him.  But now, whenever he was home, they would sit out on the stone patios of one of their houses, or on the dock on the edge of the lake, and talk well into the night.   
 
    Moving down the steps of his stone patio, that feeling of unease, the sensation that something was wrong with Jessa’s world, intensified.   
 
    “What’s wrong?” he demanded as he walked through the grass, moving closer to her.  He’d built this deck specifically for nights like this, wanting a place to come home to, a retreat.  A place to sit down and relax in between missions or after work.  He loved his sister Carly, but she was a demanding manager, organizing everyone on the staff, and ordering him around.  He’d fought her initially, but slowly, he’d learned that she was usually right.  She was extremely good at her job, knowing what needed to happen before anyone else did.  She was the anchor that kept him and his brother centered.  They hadn’t known about each other growing up, their bastard of a father had spread his seed wide and far, then beaten whatever child had been so unfortunate to live with him.  Oz had been the man’s first victim, but Oz had grown up and, by the time he was fifteen, he’d gotten out.  Fortunately, Oz had gotten one good punch in before leaving that night.   
 
    Several years later, Oz had learned that another woman had given birth to the man’s offspring.  The woman had passed away from cancer and social workers had dumped five year old Carly into the monster’s household.  If it weren’t for Oz learning of their half-sister, then swooping in to rescue her, she would probably be dead by now.   
 
    It was a freakish occurrence that Jayce knew about either of them.  He’d been a Navy SEAL on a mission in Malaysia.  Oz had been a member of the Army’s elite Delta Force team, there to rescue Ryker Thune, another Delta Force member, from a rebel prison.  Jayce and Oz had started talking, realized there were too many similarities in their past and their facial features, then discovered they were half-brothers.  They’d been best friends ever since.   
 
    The four of them, Oz, Jayce, Ryker, and Carly, had built up The Solutions Group, a black ops organization that specialized in getting the tough jobs done neatly and quietly, completely under the radar.  They’d also branched into personal security, training, and hostage resolution, which was a nice way of saying The Solutions Group would find the hostages and rescue them, especially in situations in which the victims’ government or a foreign government…or a corporation…couldn’t resolve the situation through normal channels.  Everyone employed by The Solutions Group had special skills that couldn’t easily be put onto a regular resume. 
 
    But that world was far away at the moment.  When he was there, working in the corporate office, he was a boss, a manager, and a trainer.  He trained and worked with the teams, ensuring that they were ready for whatever might be asked of them.  And if the asking wasn’t up to the standards of The Solution Group, they passed.  Ryker, Jayce and Oz were firm that they weren’t unethical mercenaries that could be hired to do anything anywhere.  Nope!  After getting out of their military positions, they now had the freedom to pick and choose their missions.   
 
    Right now, he was less concerned with world affairs and more focused on what was worrying his lovely neighbor.   
 
    Sitting down in the plush patio chair, he watched and waited.  Yep, Jessa was upset.  He could see it in the pressure of her lips.  And she wasn’t smiling.  Normally when he joined her out here, she smiled up at him.  They were friends.  Good friends.  If he sometimes wondered what it would be like to peel away her clothes and discover what made her gasp with pleasure, well, that was just an aberration.   
 
    An aberration that seemed to be happening more and more often lately, he thought, then pushed that issue out of his mind.  Jessa was upset about something and he didn’t like that.  In his world, he fixed things.  That was his job and he was damn good at it.  So whatever was wrong in Jessa’s world, he’d fix it.  Period.   
 
    “Jessa?” he prompted when she continued to stare blankly into the wine glass.   
 
    When she lifted her eyes, his gut clenched at the pain he saw there.  “He was cheating on me.” 
 
     “Brian?” he confirmed, referring to the ass that Jessa had been dating for the past six months.  He’d never met the guy, but from what Jessa had told him, Jayce hadn’t liked him.  Jayce ignored the fact that he probably wouldn’t like any guy who got to touch Jessa’s beautiful, soft skin.  But that was an issue for another day, he reminded himself.   
 
    “Yep.  He got sick of me waiting to be sure about starting a physical relationship and…” she shrugged, “started having sex with someone else.” 
 
    Jayce absorbed that information, coming up with ten different ways to make the ass disappear forever.  No one would know, he thought.  He was that good.  
 
    “How did you find out?”  He didn’t bother to ask if she was sure.  Jessa was sweet and smart and not a fool.  If she said the ass was cheating, then she knew that for sure.   
 
    “I called his office and was told that he was out sick for the day.  So I made some soup and brought it over to him.”  She looked over at Jayce, her lips twisted with self-derision.  “We’d been fighting a lot lately.” 
 
    “You mentioned that.” 
 
    She sighed and lowered the glass of wine, staring out into the deepening darkness.  “So I went over to his house, wanting to do something nice for him.” 
 
    Something tightened in his shoulders as he waited.   
 
    “I have the key to his house, but I didn’t need it.  The door was already partially open.  I walked in, calling his name.  But I only heard moaning coming from the bedroom.”  She chuckled, shaking her head.  “I walked into his room, worried he was really sick and that I might need to call an ambulance.”  She turned and looked at him.  “Imagine my surprise when I found him bent over a blond bimbo.”   
 
    Immediately, Jayce thought up a few ways to get rid of the guy, but these methods were a bit more painful.  They would take longer too.   
 
    “What did you do?” he asked.  Knowing Jessa the way he did, he was positive that she hadn’t simply walked away with her tail between her legs.  He liked her tail, a lot, and it was always proud and perfect!  Never tucked away.   
 
    The slow smile that formed eased some of the tension in his shoulders.  “I ‘accidentally’ spilled the chicken soup all over his bed and his carpet.” 
 
    Jayce threw back his head and laughed.  “Perfect!” 
 
    She laughed a bit as well.  “I thought so.” 
 
    “I hope you had a lot of vegetables in the soup.” 
 
    She grinned.  “Well, I’m a very good cook.  And yes, I put a lot of vegetables in the soup but, because I thought he was sick, I amped up the broth as well.” 
 
    “So you soaked his mattress, huh?” he finished with another chuckle.  “Good thinking.” 
 
    “I thought it was rather ingenious under the circumstances.”  She sighed and looked out across the water.  “Unfortunately, I don’t think they knew I was there.  They were pretty into the moment.  And it took them a few minutes to figure out what had happened.  By then, I was already out of the house.  All I heard was a muttered, ‘What in the world?!’ and I was gone.” 
 
    “Even more impressive,” he praised.   
 
    Another sigh, her laughter gone.  “Yeah.  Well…” 
 
    “What are you really upset about?” he asked, sensing there was a whole lot more to this story than her boyfriend cheating on her, which, granted, was bad enough.  But there was more.  He could feel it in the tension surrounding her. 
 
    She smiled slightly as she looked at him.  The sun had sunk behind the tree line now, so it was almost completely dark.  But he’d looked at her features often enough to have them memorized.  Perhaps he even watched them in his dreams.  When she was…uh…doing things that friends shouldn’t be doing to each other.  
 
     “I want a baby!” she announced with an urgency that startled him.   
 
    In that instant, memories of his dreams evaporated and he stiffened with horror.  “A baby?” 
 
    She laughed and patted his shoulder.  He liked the touch, but not the conversation.  Babies were good…for someone else!  And not for Jessa!  Hell, his brother Oz was about to be a father, his wife Charlotte was hugely pregnant and glowing.  Those two were thrilled but…nope.  Not for him!   
 
    “Why the hell do you want a baby?”  
 
    She didn’t bother to look at him when she explained, “Because I’m thirty years old and my biological clock is ticking away and getting louder by the day.”   
 
    He shifted uncomfortably in his chair and took a long draw from his beer.  “But…” 
 
    Another soft laugh.  “Don’t worry, Jayce.  You’re not daddy material.  I’m not a threat to your bachelor lifestyle.” 
 
    Her reassurance was both comforting and insulting.  For a long moment, he was silent.  Unfortunately, he couldn’t stop the question that popped into his mind.  “Why the hell wouldn’t I be daddy material?” he asked sharply.   
 
    Finally, she pulled her gaze away from that damn glass of wine, shooting him a look as if the answer should be obvious.  “Because I know you don’t want to have kids.  And because we’re friends.”  She grinned and shrugged one shoulder slightly.  “But not that type of friends,” she clarified, looking out at the water. 
 
    That sounded even worse for some reason.  “What type of friend am I then?” 
 
    Once again, he felt her hand on his shoulder.  He knew she was trying to soothe him, but the touch wasn’t soothing.  Just the opposite, in fact.   
 
    “Jayce, you are a sweet, wonderful guy, and we are just friends.”  There was a pause and he felt her eyes on him.  “Right?”  Another long pause.  
 
    He lifted his beer bottle, thinking about that, trying to figure out what was wrong with what she’d just said.  “Right,” he finally agreed, but…it didn’t feel right.   
 
    They were friends.  Why did it bother him that she’d so completely dismissed him from her list of solutions?   
 
    Jessa pulled her hand back and his shoulder felt cold.  He wanted her hand back, touching him, warming him.   
 
    But Jessa was looking out over the water, her eyes a million miles away.  “I’m just so sick of dating.  The men in my past,” she groaned, letting her head fall back against the back of the chair as she looked up at the stars.  “I have horrible judgement when it comes to men.  They are either liars and cheats, or something is wrong with them.  I’m like a stupid-man magnet.”  She lifted her head to look at him.  “How am I supposed to have a baby when I can’t even find a guy I want to have sex with?” 
 
    He’d heard a lot about her dates.  Every night after one of her dates, she’d come here to their place and she’d tell him all about the evening.  They’d laugh and talk and she’d sip wine and sigh about how she wanted a man who stirred something inside of her other than amusement.  Brian had been the only man she’d dated more than once over the past year.  “You didn’t want to have sex with Brian?”  
 
    She groaned.  “No.  Now that he’s out of my life, I can admit that.  He was nice enough.”  She thought about that for a moment.  “Correction.  Now that I know he was cheating on me, he wasn’t nice enough.  He was just a jerk who wanted to get laid.  I can see that now.”  
 
    “Hindsight.” 
 
    “Exactly.”  She took a sip of her wine.  “I need to find a guy who is strong and steady.” 
 
    Jayce grunted, thinking that he was strong enough, but physical strength probably wasn’t what she meant.  “Sounds boring.” 
 
    She laughed.  “Not boring.  It means I want someone who likes me for who I am, quirks and all.  Someone who is good to talk with, that I can have great conversations with.” 
 
    Jayce thought of himself.  But the shock of that thought was so surprising that he shifted in his chair.   
 
    Jenna continued on as if she hadn’t noticed his discomfort.  “Someone who is employed would be nice,” she added.  “And a guy I can depend on in a crisis.” 
 
    “You’ve dated men who were unemployed?” he asked, surprised.  Why the hell would Jessa, beautiful, brilliant, and wonderful Jessa date an ass who couldn’t even find work?!  
 
    Another laugh.  “Oh yeah.  I’ve had a pathetic dating life.”  They sat there for a long moment. 
 
    “I’m going to go to a sperm bank,” she announced. 
 
    Jayce had just taken a sip of beer but, with her words, he spewed it all over the stone patio in front of him.  When he’d recovered enough, he glanced at her, still not sure he’d heard her correctly.  “I’m sorry, but…what the hell did you just say?”  
 
    She patted his back and he wanted to pull her hand around so that she was touching his chest instead of his back.   
 
    “I want to have a baby.  It just occurred to me that I don’t need a man to make that happen.” Jessa beamed, a stunned and increasingly happy look coming over her lovely features.  “I can just get it done in the nice, clean environment of a sperm bank.”  The longer she talked, the stronger her voice became.  It was almost as if she were working this issue through in her mind and it was making more sense to her as she thought about it.  “Yeah, from what I’ve heard, I can even pick out the characteristics of the father.” 
 
    Huh?  “What?”  
 
    She sat back, and he watched with increasing frustration as she wiggled her cute butt, settling into the chair.  Damn it, she was really getting into this idea!   
 
    “Yeah!  I can choose sperm donated by someone tall and interesting, smart and from whatever career I like.” 
 
    Was she serious?  From the excited glow in her pretty, brown eyes, she was!  Damn it!   
 
    “What do you want the father to look like?” he asked.  
 
    “Tall.  Dark haired.  Strong.  Capable.”  He noticed her head tilt slightly, but couldn’t see her eyes now that the sun had set.  “He has to be educated.  He has to be intelligent and capable.  Someone with integrity, but I’m not exactly sure how to determine that from a description on a piece of paper.”   
 
    “And you think you can get all of that?”  
 
    She shrugged.  “Sure, why not?” 
 
    “Tall order,” he said, trying to think of a way to discourage her.  He didn’t like this plan, but he couldn’t put his finger on exactly why.   
 
    “No pun intended?” she teased.  
 
    He chuckled, but inside, he was furious.  A sperm bank?  What the hell?!  They talked about other things for a while and he asked about the plot to the book she was working on.  She’d taken a new turn on this mystery and it was going to be another best seller, just from the sound of it.   
 
    It was late before they separated for the night.  But even as he lay in bed, staring up at the ceiling, he knew that he didn’t like the thought of Jessa going to a sperm bank to get pregnant.  Not even a little. 
 
      
 
    Later that night, Jessa stared up at the ceiling, thinking about Jayce.  He was so handsome and so huge and so…everything she wanted in a man!  And yet, he was so unattainable.   
 
    Rolling over, she punched her pillow, trying to find a comfortable position.  But too many nights were like this.  Too many nights, she struggled to fall asleep, thinking about Jayce and his shoulders, his arms, his chest.  Wondering what it would be like if he just took her into his arms and…well, her mind wandered after that.  But almost every fantasy centered around him pulling her into his arms and…doing things.  Lots of things.  Sometimes, it was just laughter.  But a lot of times, he’d make love to her over and over again, showing her all the ways that a man could pleasure a woman.  All the ways she’d never experienced!   
 
    What did he sleep in?  Was he naked right now?  Just boxers?  Or was he the tighty-whitey kind?  She doubted it.  He didn’t look like the kind of man who wanted anything tight around his body.  Including a woman.   
 
    He’d been pretty quiet tonight.  Had she shocked him with her idea about the sperm bank?  Or was he horrified that she would want to get pregnant without being married?  Surely not, she thought.  Nothing in their previous conversations would indicate that the man was socially conservative. She’d had homosexual characters in her novels and he hadn’t even blinked when she’d discussed their roles in the plot.   
 
    Still, what did the man do for a living?  He was so secretive about that.  And why did he disappear suddenly?  One day, he was here, talking with her and debating whatever news had happened during the day, and the next, he was gone.  He’d reappear just as suddenly a few days later.  No explanation.  Nothing.  
 
    At first, when he’d disappeared, she’d thought that she’d done or said something to offend him.  But when he showed up again with his beer in hand, as if nothing had happened, she accepted that he was just mysterious.   
 
    “This is not a good pastime,” she muttered to herself.  Not for the first time either.  Jessa knew that she’d spent way too much time thinking about her handsome neighbor.  But seriously…would any woman not think about Jayce?  He was…he was buff.  And funny!  Goodness, he could make her laugh!  And sweet, kind, considerate.  Jayce Cole was the kind of man that women only dreamed of, but…he was here.  Her neighbor. 
 
    And a friend.   
 
    Just a friend.   
 
    Rolling over, she tried to fall sleep, but whenever she closed her eyes, all she could see was Jayce, his big, strong hands touching her, his green eyes lighting up with…well, she wasn’t really sure what they would light up with.  It had been so long since she’d been intimate with a man.  Her former fiancé hadn’t been very big on sex which, turns out, was a good thing since he discovered a week before their wedding that he was gay.  A shock, yes.  But it relieved some of her anxiety about their wedding day.  She hadn’t been overly interested in him anyway.  
 
    So, why had she agreed to marry him?   
 
    Because two years ago, she’d been sick of dating.  She’d had a series of bad relationships.  George had been nice, kind, and attentive.  He was always on time for their dates.  He was considerate of her feelings and a great cook.   
 
    Not exactly a recipe for an exciting life, but she’d thought it was enough.   
 
    That was before she’d met Jayce.   
 
    What was it about Jayce that tempted her so much?  Initially, she’d glimpsed a huge man with too many muscles and dismissed him.  Every time she’d seen him working out in his backyard, he’d tugged off his shirt and…well, she was only human.  She’d watched from her window.   
 
    That wasn’t so bad.  Even Ms. Scarlett, the mischievous octogenarian of their quirky town, had heard about Jayce’s yard work attire, or lack of attire, and had led her grey haired ladies over so the sidewalk in front of his house.  They’d opened up lawn chairs and sat down on the sidewalk, eating popcorn and watching Jayce mow the grass.   
 
    Jayce had caught her laughing that afternoon and that had been the end of her resistance to his friendship.  Now they talked whenever he was in town.   
 
    She suspected that he was much wealthier than he let on, which she actually liked.  Overt displays of wealth weren’t really interesting.  The man drove a luxury car that seemed powerful and sexy.  And his house was beautifully decorated.  But other than that, he wasn’t ostentatious.  Well, he had what she suspected were hand tailored suits.  And yeah, she loved watching him walk out of his house each morning.  There wasn’t an ounce of fat on his body!  So when he stepped out in those suits…oh my!  Was there anything better than a man’s tight butt in a pair of dress slacks?   
 
    Jessa groaned and rolled back over.  The clock on her cell phone clicked over to one fifteen.  Another sleepless night.  If she didn’t get to sleep, she was going to miss him going to work tomorrow morning.  
 
    “No way!” she muttered to the dark bedroom.  “That’s definitely not going to happen!” Besides talking to Jayce every night out by the water and watching him walk out of the house in the morning were the highlights of her day!   
 
    Getting up, she padded barefoot into the kitchen and poured some milk into a plastic container.  Popping it into the microwave, she stood there gazing out into the night as she waited for her milk to heat up.  Warm milk usually put her right to sleep.   
 
    That’s when she saw him.  
 
    Breathless now, she slipped over to the glass doors and peeked out.  He wasn’t wearing anything but a tight pair of boxers, the soft, cotton material clinging to his butt.  And it was even better now in the moonlight than it was in the morning covered with a pair of dress slacks.   
 
    Good grief, the man was built!  She’d watched him mow the grass just as every other warm-blooded woman did.  But this…this seemed even better.  Maybe because she was the only one looking.  It seemed more intimate somehow.  
 
    The microwave beeped.  
 
    At that same moment, Jayce turned, looking right at her.  There was no way he could have heard the microwave beep!  No one’s hearing was that good!   
 
    Was it? 
 
    Regardless, he watched her.  Waited.   
 
    She knew what he wanted.  She lifted her finger up, telling him to wait.  She walked over to the microwave and took the milk out, pouring it into a mug, then adding a bit of honey.  Warm milk wasn’t good without something to sweeten it up.   
 
    She then carried her mug out onto the stone patio, trembling with awareness that she tried to hide from Jayce.  
 
    The stone was cold under her bare feet as she approached Jayce in the quiet of the night.   
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked softly. 
 
    He was silent for a long moment, then he nodded.  “Yeah.  I’m okay.” 
 
    Jessa wasn’t convinced.  “Why are you up at this time of the night?”  
 
    One of his big, muscular shoulders went up and down.  “Why are you?” 
 
    She smiled.  There was no way she was going to tell him that she’d been thinking about making love with him, wondering if he was as big…um…everywhere else.  And wondering what it would be like to kiss him.  To have the freedom to explore every inch of his huge, muscular body.   
 
    No, that wouldn’t be wise.  Their friendship would disappear and Jessa was discovering that she cherished her friendship with Jayce too much to put it in jeopardy.  
 
    “I was thinking about things,” she told him.  Not really a lie, but not the complete truth either.  
 
    “Your book?”  
 
    She laughed.  “Yeah, some of the things I was thinking about will go into my book.  Definitely.” 
 
    “Intriguing,” he said softly, taking her hand and pulling her closer.  “Like what?” 
 
    Another choked sound that might have been laughter, or it might have been horror that he could ever find out what she’d been thinking.  “Oh, this and that.” 
 
    “Sexy this and that?” he asked.  
 
    Oh my!  Had the world just slowed down?  Could he hear her heart rate accelerate?  “Why would you say that?” She stood very still, hoping he wouldn’t ask any more detailed questions. 
 
    “Because you’re wearing a very thin shirt,” he commented.  
 
    Jessa looked down at the satin nightshirt she’d forgotten she’d pulled on hours ago.  Sure enough, her nipples pressed against the thin material.  “Oh, goodness,” she gasped and covered her breasts with her arms.  
 
    He chuckled.  “I like it.” 
 
    Another snort.  “You do not.  It’s embarrassing.” 
 
    “You’re kidding, right?” 
 
    “Of course not!  We’re friends!” 
 
    Nothing.  Just silence.  She sipped her warm milk, wishing that the night was cold so she could blame her nipple issue on the cold air.  But it wasn’t.  In fact, the night was balmy, like a soft, humid caress against her skin.  “I’d better head back inside.” 
 
    “So you can come up with a game plan on your pregnancy issue?” 
 
    She paused and glanced back at him, almost laughing at how close he was to the truth.  “Something like that.  Good night.” 
 
    She walked inside, painfully aware of him watching her.  The nightshirt was pretty short and she knew that she must look silly like this.  But hey, she’d come outside just to talk and make sure he was okay.  It was Jayce, after all.  He didn’t think of her like that.  


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong?”  
 
    Jayce looked up, irritated with Carly’s interruption.  “Go away,” he growled.  
 
    His baby sister promptly sat down in one of the leather office chairs.  “What’s wrong?”  
 
    Jayce tossed the pen onto his desk in disgust, leaning back to glare at her.  “You’re bothering me.” 
 
    She didn’t take the bait, more’s the pity.  He could use a good fight right about now.  An argument might allow him to blow off a bit of steam.   
 
    “You’re pissy and irritated.  What’s wrong?” 
 
    He rubbed a hand over his face.  “Carly…”  Maybe he should just challenge Oz or Ryker to meet him in the gym.  Or better yet, challenge either or both of them to do the obstacle course with him.  Yeah, that insane obstacle course that Ryker kept switching up would force him to concentrate on something other than Jessa and her crazy plan.  One couldn’t be distracted on the obstacle course!  Plus, running full out for several miles would banish some of this tension.   
 
    Unfortunately, he suspected that she’d follow him if he walked to Oz’s office.  She leaned forward and he noticed something about her hands, but wasn’t sure what it was because they quickly disappeared behind the edge of his desk.  “Jayce, you’re normally a pretty easy going guy when you’re home.  I know that you take on a different persona when you’re on a mission. You’re a badass extraordinaire.  But here, you’re the nice brother.” 
 
    He grinned, chuckling at her description.  “Does Oz know that you like me better?”  
 
    She smirked and leaned back in the chair.  “I didn’t say that.” 
 
    “So, you like him better?” he demanded, outraged.   
 
    Carly rolled her eyes and he chuckled again.  “I love both of you dearly.”  She crossed her legs.  “Most of the time.  Tell me what’s wrong and I’ll like you better today.” 
 
    “Just for the day?” he teased.  He hadn’t known about her growing up, but knew that she’d endured a hellish life under their bastard-father’s heavy hand.  He wished the man were still around so he could…hurt him as badly as he’d hurt Carly.  She was sweet, smart, and amazing, but he also knew that she hid a part of herself, a part that hadn’t ever recovered from that time with their father.  She didn’t trust men and he didn’t really understand her obsession with organizing, and reorganizing, everything.  The entire office was obsessively color-coded.  As was her house.  He chuckled every time he looked in her pantry or medicine cabinet, then moved things around and changed the color tags just to mess with her.   
 
    And he hated that he hadn’t been there for her when she’d been in trouble.  Which only meant that he wanted to be here for her now.   
 
    “Tell me what’s wrong with your hands and I’ll tell you why I’m irritated.” 
 
    He watched as her fingers curled into small fists.  He knew that she was hiding something.  Again.  Leaning forward, he looked into her green eyes, so similar to his own and yet, so different.  On him, the eyes were just green.  On Carly, they were pretty and haunted.   
 
    And closed off.  She didn’t want to talk about her hands, but he’d eventually find out the truth.  “Fine.  Then is there anything else you’d like to discuss?”  
 
    “Jayce, what…?” 
 
    He shook his head.  “No Carly.  You can’t help me on this one.”  His eyes moved down to her still-fisted hands.  “But I bet I could help you with whatever is going on with your hands.  And why they are all messed up.” 
 
    She stared back at him for a long moment, then jumped up, heading to the door.   
 
    “Carly!” he called.  She stopped and turned, but kept her hands hidden.  He’d solve that mystery soon, but… “Is a woman’s biological clock something that can be stopped?”  
 
    Her features softened into a smile and her shoulders relaxed.   
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    He wasn’t aware of his scowl, but it must have been bad because she turned and smiled at him.  “Why the hell not?”  
 
    She stepped back into his office, crossing her arms over her chest.  “Because women only have a certain amount of time to have a healthy baby.  Men can get a woman pregnant anytime during their entire lives.  As long as he can…um…” she floundered.  He could have supplied her with a word, but he enjoyed watching her suffer.  “Get it up,” she finished, as a soft pink filled her cheeks.  “But women don’t have that option.  We can only safely get pregnant during a certain period of our lives.  And pregnancy is pretty hard on a woman’s body.  So, even if we were able to get pregnant later in life, it would be difficult.” 
 
    He thought about that for a moment, then nodded.  “Okay.  Thanks.”  She turned and he called out again.  When she was facing him, he tilted his head towards her hands.  “You know I’m going to find out, right?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes.  “Just leave it, Jayce.” 
 
    She turned around and ran into Ryker.  The man had been standing there in the doorway.  Jayce could have warned her.  But hey, he was a brother and brothers just didn’t operate that way.   
 
    But Jayce’s eyes narrowed as he watched Ryker catch hold of Carly’s upper arms, steadying her.  The blush was there again and…holy hell!  What was going on?!  Carly was blushing?  At Ryker’s touch?   
 
    Oh hell no!   
 
    Carly walked out, stepping carefully and pointedly around Ryker, who walked into Jayce’s office.   
 
    “What is going on with…?” 
 
    “Thwacker is active again,” Ryker announced, interrupting the question.   
 
    Jayce looked over Ryker’s shoulder, not an easy thing to do since the man was six feet four inches.  Jayce himself was three inches over six feet, but Ryker seemed bigger.  And that was saying a lot since Jayce was a huge man by anyone’s standards.   
 
    Perhaps it was Ryker’s silence that seemed to make the big man loom larger than life.  Or perhaps it was the perpetual scowl.   
 
    Then Ryker’s words registered.  “Tell me.”   
 
    Thwacker was the ever-elusive person that had been causing havoc recently.  The international terrorist with loyalties to no one but himself and the almighty dollar popped up on the radar occasionally, but before anyone could catch him, he went quiet again.   
 
    For the next half hour, he and Jayce, and eventually Oz, discussed Thwacker’s activities.  The terrorist was suspected to be in South America and had somehow gotten into the Argentinian National Bank, draining several bank accounts.  How he’d managed it, avoided all of the security traps and the firewalls, was their next mystery.   
 
    After lunch, Oz, Jayce, and Ryker gathered their teams for a mock mission in the large training area.  They quickly transformed the warehouse-like area into a small town in Argentina in which they hoped to trap “Thwacker”.  These in-house training missions were exactly why The Solutions Group had established their headquarters in LowPoint, Kentucky…far away from big cities and suburbs where people might ask questions about strange noises.   
 
    They’d bought up a huge tract of land that spread far and wide into the mountains, creating difficult conditions in which to train.  In addition, there was an obstacle course that had mock land mines, booby traps, and seemingly impossible obstacles.  This course was made even more difficult by Ryker’s ingenious brain.  He changed things up, moved the “land mines” around and added surprises, which kept the teams on their toes.  There were even underground cells that could trap a person out of sight.   
 
    This kind of training was what kept The Solutions Group at the top of the list of people to call when a government or corporation needed something accomplished.  That and the technology that Carly purchased, as well as their tech teams, which watched over the teams via satellite in order to keep everyone as safe as possible during a mission.   
 
    The training missions were grueling, testing them to the limit and then going beyond.  They moved the mock houses and storefronts around and worked through close-in combat in various scenarios until the teams had a solid fix on the plan.  By the time Jayce got home that night, he was relaxed and feeling better than he had that morning.  The training had been brutal and had helped him work off his tension.   
 
    He glanced outside and, sure enough, she was there, sipping a glass of wine.  She was calmer tonight, her shoulders relaxed and the wine filled up only about half the glass.  He grabbed a beer, popped the top and tossed the cap into the trash bin behind him.  He didn’t even bother to look over his shoulder to make sure the top went into the trash.  He knew it would. 
 
    “Feeling better?” he asked as he stepped out onto the patio.   
 
    “Yes!” she replied, a laugh in her response.  He smiled, thinking she was excited about something.  “I went to a sperm bank today and got more information.” 
 
    Jayce didn’t have any response to that, other than to grip his bottle more tightly.   
 
    Jessa wiggled slightly in her enthusiasm for her project.  “It’s more expensive than I’d realized, but cheaper than trying to find someone new, only to find out that they are idiots, gay, or a criminal.  I think the sperm bank is going to be a great solution!”   
 
    Everything inside of him tightened with dread.  “Don’t do it,” he growled, as she turned startled eyes on him.  Hell, even he was surprised by his comment.   
 
    “I’m sorry?”  
 
    He rubbed a hand over his neck and looked out at the trees beyond their houses.  When he looked back at her, he wasn’t exactly sure what to say to stop her.  It just felt so wrong.  But instead of coming up with alternative arguments to convince her, he blurted:  “I’ll do it.” 
 
    Wait!  Huh?  What the hell had he just said?!  Jayce blinked at Jessa, trying to hide his stunned reaction.  Especially since she was looking at him as if he’d just lost his mind.  And in fact, he probably had.  He’d do it?  What the hell was he going to do? 
 
    Jessa blinked back at him.  “You’ll…help me choose a donor?” she asked, trying to clarify.  
 
    “No.”  Hell no!  Doctors were…well, he avoided them whenever possible.  It had taken a bullet to his shoulder in order to get him to visit a doctor last time!  “I’ll be the baby daddy,” he clarified.   
 
    The stunned silence rang deafeningly, but he didn’t take his words back.  He didn’t shrug them off.  In fact, he stared at her, waiting for her to take him up on his offer.   
 
    “I’m sorry, I’m confused.” 
 
    His offer seemed simple enough.  And for some reason, the solution seemed absolutely brilliant now that he thought about it.  In addition, that irritating tension that had come over him last night was completely gone.  A sense of rightness descended in its place.  “I’ll help you get pregnant.”   
 
    More stunned silence.  A moment later, she lifted her glass of wine and downed the whole glass.  She stared at the ground for a moment, then looked up at him.  “Repeat that, please.” 
 
    Everything inside of him was screaming for him to tell her that he was just kidding.  In fact, he should be a gentleman and drive her to the sperm clinic to get impregnated.  Yeah, that’s what a good neighbor, a good friend, would do.   
 
    Instead, the words, “I’ll help you get pregnant, Jessa.  Don’t go to the clinic.  Don’t get some anonymous donor.  Use me.  I’ll get you pregnant.  You’re a beautiful woman.  You’re smart, sexy, and I’d thoroughly enjoy helping you in this.” 
 
    Another long moment of silence.  As soon as he said the words, he knew that they were right.  He’d probably ruined their friendship, but he wouldn’t take them back.  They were right and he was relieved that he’d said them.  He’d been thinking about the idea for the past twenty-four hours.  Okay, not specifically about offering to be a sperm donor, but about making love to Jessa.  And not just over the past day, but for months.  Why not help her out?  It made sense.   
 
    “You’re kidding.”  She chuckled, then leaned back in her chair and shook her head.  “Good one.” 
 
    He took the seat in front of her and leaned forward.  “Why would you think I’m kidding?”  
 
    Her mouth opened and closed.  Damn, he thought about all of the times he had fantasized about that mouth.  Her lower lip was full and lush while the upper lip was smaller, more delicate.  He loved her mouth.  Her lips.  Jayce wondered what it would be like to kiss her, to feel that full lower lip against his own.   
 
    Focus!  She didn’t believe his offer was sincere.   
 
    “Because we’re friends, first of all.  Friends are good for borrowing a cup of sugar or talking through a problem, brainstorming an issue or going out for a drink together.  Friends don’t…” she waved her hand in the air and he had no idea what that meant, but he could imagine.  “Furthermore, you don’t want to be a father.  And that’s a pretty huge issue, Jayce.” 
 
    All excellent points. “Yes, we’re friends.  Good friends.  And I would love to make that into something more.  How does friends with benefits sound to you?” 
 
    She gave him another one of those doe-eyed stares and he wanted to pull her into his arms and kiss her.   
 
    Her eyes dropped to his mouth, her tongue darting out to lick her lips and his body reacted, fast and hard.  That tongue…it too had featured in his fantasies over the past several months.   
 
    But instead of taking him up on his offer, she lifted her glass of wine up to her lips, realized that it was empty and sighed. “It sounds like you’re just kidding.” 
 
    “I’m not.  Think about it.  Last night, you said you wanted the father of your child to be educated, tall, strong, and successful.  I fit every criteria.  I have a master’s degree in business.  I’m a partner in my company, but even if I were to stop working today, I’d still have enough money to live comfortably for the rest of my life.  And even better than going to some clinic to get a donor, I would ensure that your child would be taken care of.  I’ll set up a trust and a college fund.” 
 
    She was staring back at him as if he’d just lost his mind.  She might be right, but what he was saying felt exactly right.   
 
      
 
    Jessa stared at Jayce, wondering if he was just teasing her.  He must know that she craved his touch, wondered what it would be like to be with him.  That was all this was.  
 
    “No, that’s not possible.” 
 
    “Why not?” he asked. 
 
    Because…?  Her mind drew a blank. “Because it won’t.  We’re friends.” 
 
    “We could be more.”  He watched her closely, his eyes narrowing as he saw the panic and…something more…something that gave him hope.   
 
    Her eyes widened and she licked her lips again.  Damn it, his eyes dropped to her lips and her mind blanked for a long moment.   
 
    Not a good train of thought, she reminded herself.  “Friends who respect each other.” 
 
    He chuckled softly.  “You think I won’t respect you when you get pregnant?” 
 
    Jessa was stumped.  Shifting, she crossed and uncrossed her legs, not sure how to get comfortable.  “I think we should just change the subject.” 
 
    “I’m successful and willing,” he pointed out and sipped his beer, keeping his eyes on her. “How about this: don’t reject my offer outright.  Just think about it.” 
 
    He was such a nice man, she thought.  Too bad he was one of the sexiest men she’d ever met in her entire life, smelled like sin, and…well, those eyes told her that he knew exactly what to do in bed with a woman.  Jessa wagered that no woman had left his bed unsatisfied.   
 
    And all of those other women hadn’t been mousy, shy writers who were more comfortable with their own company.  “You don’t need to do me any favors.  I’m not a pity case.” 
 
    He laughed.  “The last thing I feel for you is pity, Jessa.  Lust, yeah.  Respect, hell yeah.  But pity isn’t even close.” 
 
    Lust?  He felt lust towards her?  Lust?  As in, the wanna-jump-her-bones, hot-steamy-monkey sex, and all that kind of lust?   
 
    That was too much for her befuddled mind to handle, so she changed the subject.  Work.  Politics.  Religion.  Those normally forbidden topics were perfectly good conversational gambits between the two of them.  Nothing was off-limits.  But…well, Jessa just couldn’t figure out his last comment so she did what she usually did when she was confused.  She ignored the issue and would come back to it later when she had more time and…privacy…to handle it more effectively   
 
    “What did you do at work today?”  
 
    Jayce smiled and Jessa relaxed.  He leaned back, taking another sip of his beer and Jayce suspected that she wished she had more wine.  Considering that she was more than slightly nervous about his offer, he allowed the change of subject, but only because he suspected that she was still thinking about his proposal.  The more he thought about it, the more appealing the idea became.  For too long, he’d thought about her in inappropriate ways.  But now, with her sitting there looking all pretty and soft and confused, he allowed his body to react, his thoughts to explore the possibilities and not admonish himself for going down that road.   
 
    Yep.  This would be perfect. 
 
      
 
    Jessa wanted to scream.  Another sleepless night!  And it was all Jayce’s fault!  The nerve of him!  Telling her that he would father her child!  What right did he have to offer something so outrageous?  Did he think she was so pathetic that she’d take whatever crumbs he’d offer her?   
 
    Granted, he wasn’t offering her crumbs.  He was just offering to father her child.  But still! It was outrageous! 
 
    Getting up, she tossed the sheets off and padded into the kitchen.  Once again, she heated up some milk, then grabbed the honey.  Putting an extra-large portion of honey into her milk, she stirred the milk as she paced back and forth in her kitchen.  Jessa told herself that the calories didn’t count since it was the middle of the night.  Calories were only worth half as much in the middle of the night because a person’s body should be asleep.  Yep, that made sense.  Total sense!   
 
    She squeezed more honey into the mug, furious now.   
 
    The nerve of him!  Jayce shouldn’t have offered!  The idea was ridiculous!  Although, to be fair, he had no idea how many times she’d fantasized about him.  He couldn’t know how often she stared out her window at him, watching him without his shirt on, admiring all of those amazing muscles.  And his butt.  Yeah, the man had the best butt!  Hard and firm and the rest of him…!  He was lean around the waist and broad at his shoulders…he was better than those stupid underwear models!  He was flesh and bone and hotness and…it was too late at night for trying to come up with other adjectives for Jayce.  Suffice it to say, Jayce was all that and a cookie too! 
 
    Leaning her head back against the wall, she wondered what he would do if he ever found out that he was the inspiration for the sex scenes in her stories.  She laughed softly and…. 
 
    The movement out on the patio caught her attention.  Jayce was out there again tonight!   
 
    Was he just as restless as she was?  Most likely for different reasons.  While she was thinking about what it would be like to explore his body, he was probably wondering what it would be like donating his sperm alone in a room with pornographic magazines for inspiration.  Not the most enticing way to find pleasure, but she supposed guys could do that easily enough no matter what the environment.   
 
    She pulled one of her winter coats out of her closet and slipped it on, not wanting to embarrass him again tonight with her…well, with her nipples.  Once she was adequately covered, she stepped out into the night.   
 
    “Another sleepless night?” she asked softly.   
 
    He turned and, although she couldn’t see his eyes in the darkness, she knew that they traveled up and down her body.   
 
    “I put on a coat so I didn’t embarrass you again,” she explained.  
 
    “I wasn’t embarrassed last night,” he told her, waiting while she moved towards him. “In fact, I was fascinated.  And now I’m annoyed that I don’t get the same view tonight.”  He sipped his beer.  “It’s warm out here tonight.  You’re going to be hot in that coat.” 
 
    She pulled it closer around her.  “Yes, well, I know you’re just teasing me.” 
 
    “Not even slightly,” he said, his voice rough and intimate-sounding in the night air.   
 
    “Why are you having trouble sleeping lately?” she asked, changing the subject.  
 
    “Because I’ve been thinking about you and how much I want to help you get pregnant.” 
 
    She laughed.  “You enjoy the dirty magazines and videos in a sterile, mint green room?”  
 
    He moved closer, towering over her.  Not just his height, but his muscles also overwhelmed her.  He was so big and so…there!   
 
    “When you finally decide to let me help you, Jessa, rest assured that we won’t be doing anything in a sterile room, green or otherwise.  I don’t care about the magazines either. With you, I wouldn’t need the help.”  
 
    Gulp!  “What do you mean?” she whispered, confused.  Her thoughts were more focused on wondering what his broad shoulders would feel like under her fingers.   
 
    He moved even closer, his chest only a fraction of an inch from her fingers where they held her mug of warm, sweetened milk. 
 
    “I mean, that when you finally agree to let me help you, we’re doing it the old fashioned way.”  She stared up at him, transfixed by the images that flashed behind her eyes.  “We’re going to have a bed and a whole lotta heat.  We’re going to enjoy the experience.”  He smiled in the darkness.  “I’m going to enjoy it thoroughly, and I’ll make sure that you do as well.  Because you know that, after you get pregnant, there won’t be any sex.” 
 
    “For eighteen years, at least.” 
 
    “Exactly.  So, we’ll make sure that it’s your last hoorah.  I’ll show you things that will blow your mind.  And we’ll reenact every single one of the scenes in each of your books and so many more.” 
 
    She held her breath, not sure if some of the scenes in her books were even possible!  “Um…why would you want to do that?” she asked.   
 
    “Are you kidding me?”  
 
    The only thing astonishing at the moment was the fact that she was actually having this conversation.  With Jayce!  “No.  Why?” 
 
    “Because you’re beautiful.  You’re gorgeous, sexy, and intelligent.  I love talking to you and…” he sighed, taking the cup out of her hands and setting it down on the table behind her.  “And because of this.”  
 
    Jessa was more than shocked when he put one hand on the back of her head, his other arm slipping inside her coat to wrap around her waist.  Then he kissed her.  
 
    She melted into his arms.  She quickly decided that Jayce was an expert at kissing.  He kissed with his whole body.  His lips, his tongue, his hands exploring her back and his hips pressing into her.  His strong arms lifted her and she gasped when he leaned back against the stone wall behind him.  But it was more intense when his knee pressed between her thighs.  She was literally sitting on his erection, his big hands cupping her bottom, giving her the leverage she needed to feel all of him.  And yes, all of him was just as big as the rest of him.   
 
      
 
    When he lifted his mouth, they were both panting, her fingers woven in his hair, which was surprisingly soft.  She had no idea where her coat was, but it wasn’t covering her.  In fact, very little was covering her since his big hands had pulled her nightshirt up, exposing her skin to the cool night air.  
 
    Slowly, she pulled back, extricating herself from his embrace.  He helped her, holding her steady as she lowered her feet onto the stone patio.  But when she swayed slightly, he pulled her close again.  Jessa stood between his long, powerful legs, leaning into his chest, his hands resting on her hips.  She could feel his thumb moving against her skin and was surprised to realize that his hands were still underneath the silk of her nightshirt.   
 
    “Um…” 
 
    “Don’t you dare say anything, Jessa.  Just think about it.  Can you do that for me?” 
 
    She nodded, which wasn’t a lie.  In fact, she doubted that she’d think about anything other than that kiss.  Hmmm…not what he wanted her to think about, perhaps.  Getting pregnant?  Well, she’d definitely think about the various ways to accomplish that!  Not exactly the pregnancy itself, but the act of getting pregnant.  
 
    “Jessa?”  
 
    She blinked up at him, realized that he was waiting for a response.  “Yes.  Yes, I can do that.” 
 
    “Good.”  He reached around her and handed her the mug of milk.  With another brief kiss, he stood up.  “Get some sleep.  We’ll talk tomorrow, okay?” 
 
    She must have nodded.  Jessa turned around and headed back into her house in a daze.  Her sanctuary from the insanity that her life had become.   
 
    The whole way up the stairs to her bedroom, she wondered what in the world she’d started!


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    The following evening, Jessa paced across the stone patio, waiting for Jayce.  She’d accomplished nothing today!  Absolutely nothing!  She had a writing schedule that she normally kept to and Jessa prided herself on being disciplined.  But after last night’s kiss, she hadn’t been able to think of anything other than making love with Jayce or wondering why he would offer to help her get pregnant.  They were friends!  Why would he ruin that with a kiss? 
 
    When he stepped out of his house and walked to her patio, she glared at him, ready for battle.  
 
    Unfortunately, all of the steam went out of her when he kissed her.  It wasn’t the same kind of kiss they’d shared last night, but it still threw her off.   
 
    “You look angry.  Talk to me.” 
 
    Angry?  She wasn’t angry anymore.  She was confused.   
 
    “Why did you do that…last night?” 
 
    He sipped his iced tea and looked at her.  “Because the idea of you going to some clinic to get pregnant bothered me.”  He moved closer.  “So, I tried to figure out why it bothered me so much.  Then I came to the conclusion that I wanted to help.  Why?  Because I like you Jessa.  I like you a lot.  I think you’re beautiful and sexy, even if you don’t.”  He tucked a lock of dark hair behind her ear.  “You’ve had a series of bad dates with men in the past.  Take a chance on me.  I’ve thought too much about what it would be like with you, and this sounded like the perfect opportunity to find out.”  He watched her features and she tried to ensure that her face was perfectly free of any emotions.  “Once you are pregnant, we can go back to being just friends.” 
 
    Jessa blinked, wishing she could read his mind.  But Jayce was…complicated.  Complex.  He was funny and tough, hard and marshmallowy.  She suspected he could do extremely dangerous things, but he always helped her when she needed assistance.  “You have this all worked out, don’t you?”  
 
    “I think it’s a good plan.”  He led her over to the chairs and sat down, taking her hands in his.  “As soon as you said you wanted to have a baby, I figured out a solution.  That’s what I do, Jessa.  I figure out solutions to problems.  I’m incredibly good at it.” 
 
    “I think this is a bad solution.” 
 
    “Why is it bad?” 
 
    “Because we’re friends.” 
 
    “And you haven’t thought about me in that way?” he teased.  “I can see from the look in your eyes that you have.”  His fingers tightened around hers.  “I’ve thought of you often in that way, but before you mentioned you wanted to have a baby, I didn’t really acknowledge those feelings.  So, if we’re both thinking that way, then why not just explore those feelings and get them out of our systems?  Then you can have your baby.  I won’t interfere but, I want to provide for your child.  Our child,” he clarified, “that you will raise.” 
 
    She thought about that for a long moment, not sure what to say.  In the end, she went with honesty.  “Jayce, what you’re suggesting is more than slightly tempting, I’ll admit.  Because yes, I’ve often wondered what you…how things…well,” she stopped, feeling awkward.  “I’ve thought about it.” 
 
    “So, we’re going to do it.”  He sat back with a nod, as if the issue were settled.   
 
    “No.  Because your friendship is more important to me than anything I’ve ever had in my life.”  She turned, her body facing him more fully.  “Jayce, when I’ve had a hard day, I sit out here and wait, listening carefully for the sounds of your return.  I can’t wait to tell you about it because, as soon as I say the words, the bad day is gone.  You listen to me, really hear me, and don’t judge.  You just listen and the bad feelings vanish.” 
 
    One of those impressively big, muscular shoulders lifted up slightly.  “I feel the same way.” 
 
    She blinked, stunned.  “You do?”  
 
    “Of course.  When I come home in the evenings, I love sitting here talking with you.  When I’m out of town on business,” she heard a slight hesitation with those words, “I miss our conversations. And your smile.” 
 
    Her lips twisted slightly.  “My smile?”  
 
    He laughed.  “Before two days ago, I wouldn’t allow myself to think about anything else.” 
 
    She pulled her hands out of his and leaned back in the chair.  “You really think we can go from being friends, to lovers, then back to being friends again?” 
 
    He took a long sip of his iced tea.  “Absolutely.  I think it would be great.  We’d have the best of both worlds.”  His grin widened.  “We’ll take it one step at a time.  We’re friends now.  Let’s move it to friends with benefits, then back to friendship.  If we decide that it isn’t working, we’ll talk things through and make adjustments so we don’t lose our friendship.” 
 
    Jessa liked the sound of that.  Or maybe she just wanted him to kiss her again.   
 
    “Fine.”   
 
    His eyes widened and she wanted to laugh. Or run and hide.   
 
    “Does that mean you’re going to let me help you?”  
 
    “Yes.  But you can’t give me money.  I make a good living off my book sales.  You don’t need to provide a trust fund for my…um…our baby.” 
 
    “Jessa, I make nine figures a year.  I can easily afford to provide for this child.” 
 
    Her eyes widened.  “You make that much money?”  She looked behind him at his house.  It was big, but…not that big!  “Why in the world are you living here then?  You could live anywhere you wanted!” 
 
    He laughed softly.  “I chose this house because it felt right.  I don’t need a huge house.  It’s just me.  What would I do with more space?” 
 
    She stared at him, stunned and more than a little flabbergasted.  “I don’t know.  Build a bowling alley!” 
 
    “I don’t bowl.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes.  “You know what I mean.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he chuckled.  “But I like this house.  I’ve refinished all of the rooms, restored most of the ornate details, and polished the floors, painted the walls, and rebuilt the cabinets and some of the old pieces of the house that make it unique.  Daisy Barnes decorated it for me and she’s really good.  The house is more of a home than anything I’ve ever had in my life.” 
 
    Jessa knew that he’d refinished the house himself. She’d enjoyed watching him walking in and out of the house doing the woodwork, keeping his power tools in the backyard to cut down on the dust inside of the house.   
 
    “I like Daisy.  She’s amazing. She helped me decorate mine too.  I like her husband, Rocco as well.  He did a lot of the renovation work in most of these houses.” 
 
    “Good kids too.” 
 
    Jessa nodded, thinking that the conversation was a bit surreal.  “Yeah, they are a nice family.”  She sighed.  “Jayce, is this…?”  
 
    Before she could finish, he stood up, pulled her into his arms, and kissed her. Her hands instinctively went to his shoulders, both to steady herself and to hold him.  Too many nights, she’d fantasized about those big, broad shoulders.  It seemed natural to touch him there.   
 
    When he lifted his head up slightly, checking her reaction, she still couldn’t think.   
 
    “Shouldn’t we think about this a bit longer?” she asked, even as her fingers slid down his shoulder to his chest, touching him in places she’d never expected to get to feel.   
 
    “Probably,” he replied, his hands moving under her tee shirt and pulling her closer. She could feel that interesting part of him against her stomach.  She’d done that to him!  
 
    His phone rang and he sighed, pulling back.  “Hold that thought,” he said as he pulled his phone out of his pocket.  “Yeah?” He listened for a long moment, absently letting his hand drift up and down her arm.  Did he have any idea how good that felt?  Jessa tried to hide the shiver that went through her, but his eyes narrowed on her and she could tell he knew.   
 
    “Fine.  I’ll take care of it,” he snapped, then ended the call.  “I have to go take care of something,” he told her, pulling her in close.  “You still have some concerns.  I’m not going to pressure you into anything, but how about if we kiss more often?” 
 
    Another gulp and she looked up into his eyes, hopeful but trying to hide her eagerness.  “Kiss?” 
 
    “Just kiss,” he affirmed.  “Kiss and keep on talking.  You tell me your concerns and we’ll talk.  If you still want to go to an anonymous donor, then I’ll drive you to the place and sit with you during the whole process.  I’ll even be your birthing coach.”  He grinned down at her and her heart did a twisty little twirl.  “What do you think?”  
 
    She licked her lips, unconsciously leaning into him.  “Kissing would be good,” she whispered.  “And talking.  Yeah, talking.”  


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    “You’re slacking off,” Oz announced as he walked into Jayce’s office, Ryker right behind him.   
 
    Jayce didn’t reply, still focused on his conundrum.  “What would you say if a woman told you that she wanted to get pregnant?” he asked his brother and best friend as they sat down in the chairs in front of his desk.   
 
    “I’d say you need a new box of condoms,” Oz replied.   
 
    Ryker, always a bit more intense, leaned forward.  “Who wants to have a baby?” Oz lifted his hand and Jayce snorted while Ryker just ignored the other man.  “You don’t count,” he told Oz. 
 
    “Why don’t I count?”  
 
    Jayce tossed a ball at his brother.  “Because you’re nauseatingly happy with your new wife and excited about her being pregnant.  By the way, have you found homes for the puppies yet?”  
 
    Before Charlotte and Oz had met, Charlotte had adopted an adorably ugly bulldog that helped as an emotional support dog for her patients.  As a therapist, Charlotte found her severely nervous or wounded patients opened up more easily with Bart, her bulldog, snuggled up with them.  Oz had found a small puppy tied to a tree, half-starved and terrified, on the side of the road.  He’d adopted the ball of fluff, nursed her back to health, and she’d grown into a cheerful, gigantic ball of fur, sweet eyes and a sloppy, pink tongue named Betty.  Betty and Bart had taken one look and several butt sniffs at each other, and had fallen in love.  Oz and Charlotte had tried to keep Betty and Bart apart until their “fixing”, but love prevailed.  Charlotte and Oz now had a litter of puppies that…well, one could say they were cute now, but no one knew what they might grow into.  Bart’s mashed up face and Betty’s crazy fur…it could be an interesting mix.   
 
    Oz leaned back, crossing one leg over his other knee.  “Charlotte is struggling with letting them go.  She has to inspect potential families and their homes before she’ll let Betty and Bart’s babies go to anyone,” he explained  
 
    “They are what…six weeks old now?”  
 
    “Yeah. Betty is ready to start weaning.  But Charlotte still coddles her, so the process isn’t happening quickly.” 
 
    Jayce tapped a pen against his desk, contemplating an idea.  “So, none of them have been adopted yet?” 
 
    Ryker stared at Jayce.  “This has something to do with the pregnancy question,” he realized.  
 
    Jayce shrugged.  “I’m not committing to anything yet.  Just asking questions.” 
 
    Oz looked at Jayce, then at Ryker, confused.  “Who wants to get pregnant?  And why do you care?  Is it your baby?” 
 
    Jayce waved the pen in the air.  “This is all theoretical.  Just answer the question.” 
 
    “If I weren’t married to the woman, I’d say no,” Oz replied.  
 
    Ryker pondered for a moment.  “Why does she want to get pregnant?” 
 
    Jayce sighed.  “A…friend of mine suggested going to a sperm bank to get pregnant.  She said something about her biological clock ticking and the sound increasing.  I don’t know,” he explained, tossing his pen on to the desk.   
 
    “Why the hell would she go to a sperm bank?  Why can’t she just pick up a guy in a bar and get the deed done?” Oz asked.   
 
    “Because she wants to be more selective about her child’s attributes?” Jayce suggested, as if that were the most obvious answer.  
 
    “Don’t let her do it,” Oz replied, relaxing back in his chair.   
 
    “How old is she?” Ryker asked.  
 
    “I think she’s about thirty.” 
 
    He nodded his head.  “That makes sense.  Women start to worry around that age.” 
 
    “About what?” Jayce demanded, frustrated by the possibility of Jessa worrying about anything.  And a bit panicked, if he were being honest.   
 
    “Getting pregnant after thirty-five has risks.  There’s a chance of problems, for both the mother and child.”  
 
    Oz and Jayce stared at Ryker, astonished that he knew so much.  He stared at his friends, shrugging.  “What?  I read!” 
 
    Both men laughed, but Jayce leaned forward.  “So you’d be okay with a…friend of yours going to a place like that?”  
 
    “Hell no!” Oz replied.  “I’d be furious if Charlotte went to a sperm bank.” 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    His grin was arrogant and charming at the same time.  “Because I can do a better job, as is evidenced by the fact that you are going to be an uncle in a few months,” he replied. 
 
    “It’s also more expensive,” Ryker added.  
 
    “The forms the men fill out could all be lies,” Jayce continued.  
 
    “It’s less fun,” Oz grinned.   
 
    Ryker offered a rare smile with that one.  “I have to agree there,” he said.  “Imagine thinking about how your child was conceived and having to say that it was from a vial or syringe or whatever it is that places like that use to inject the stuff.” 
 
    Jayce laughed.  “Point taken.”  He sighed, rubbing his face.  “I also can’t discount the very real possibility that the child would need a father at some point in life.” 
 
    “Every child needs someone who can be the Voice of Doom,” Oz agreed.  
 
    Ryker nodded.  “Besides, I just know that I would love and care for my children better than anyone else could.  I wouldn’t want some other man doing it for me.” 
 
    Oz slapped the man on the shoulder. “So, no chance of you earning a few extra bucks by adding in your DNA to a sperm bank that will eventually impregnate an anonymous woman?”  
 
    “Not that way,” he replied, leaning back in the chair.  Turning to Jayce, he shook his head.  “Convince her not to do it,” Ryker urged.   
 
    Jayce agreed, but didn’t explain that he wanted to be the father.  And that he wanted to do everything the old fashioned way.  He’d made progress with Jessa last night and…damn, just thinking about that kiss, not to mention how soft she’d felt….  He could still feel her silky skin under his fingers! She was so erotic when she kissed!  Her body had literally wrapped around his.  It had been so smoking hot last night, holding her like that!   
 
    He rubbed the back of his neck as they discussed the business at hand.  There was nothing old-fashioned about this situation.  Old fashioned meant meeting a woman, dating and getting to know her, deciding if they both wanted to spend the rest of their lives with each other.  Man proposes, woman accepts.  They walk down the aisle and, after a few years, talk about having a baby.   
 
    This situation with Jessa seemed completely backwards.  She’d given up on dating and Jayce couldn’t really blame her.  Some of the men she’d gone out with…they’d been pretty bad.  He still chuckled at the idea of chicken soup all over the asshole’s bed though.  That had been a good one.  
 
    “Jayce!  What do you think?”  
 
    Jayce tuned back into the conversation, clearing his mind of chicken soup, beds, and Jessa.  “What?”  
 
    Oz stood up with a disgusted huff.  “You’re useless,” exasperation dripping from his words and stalked out of Jayce’s office.  
 
    Ryker stood as well, frowning thoughtfully.  “Is she special to you?” he asked, his harsh voice sounding almost tender.  
 
    Normally, Jayce would offer a flip answer and that would be the end of it.  He might joke with Ryker and they’d meet for beers later, blowing off the conversation as a simple idle chat.  But in this situation, he couldn’t joke.  Jessa was…different.    
 
    “Yeah, she’s special.” 
 
    “I thought so.”  He turned to leave.  “Special women shouldn’t get pregnant on a doctor’s table,” he called out.  Then stopped at the doorway, turning back to face Jayce.  “Unless…” he grinned, then shook his head.  “Never mind.”   
 
    Jayce blinked after his friend in stunned silence, then roared with laughter.  “A bit kinky, but none of my business,” Jayce commented turning to his computer.  


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Jessa watched Jayce watch the waves rippling gently against the shoreline thoughtfully.  She should go down and talk to him.  Instead, she hid here in her kitchen, frozen by indecision.   
 
    She’d gotten no writing done again today and hadn’t gotten much sleep either, too preoccupied with Jayce’s audacious suggestion.  Have sex with Jayce?  Have his baby?  Not just an anonymous man’s baby, but Jayce’s baby!  Good grief!  Sex with Jayce!  Jayce’s baby!  Yowsa!  Craziness!  There was no way she could have sex with that man.  He was so far out of her league!  He was underwear model hot.  She was mousy, shy, introverted to the point of not even managing to go out into the world some days.  Jessa had to force herself to go out more often than not.  In fact, she did all of her grocery shopping and errands on Monday or Tuesday, because there weren’t as many shoppers in the grocery store.  She drove into Louisville for any of her other shopping needs, just so she wouldn’t run into someone from town and have to talk with them!  After church, she slipped out the side doors, so she wouldn’t have to greet or speak with the minister!   
 
    It wasn’t that she disliked the townspeople or the minister.  They were all lovely people.  And when she socialized with them, she had a wonderful time.  It was just…she didn’t need social interactions.  
 
    Jayce was tall and powerful.  He had people over at his house all the time.  She had no idea who they were, but they were big men.  Sometimes, there were limousines in front of his house and men who looked like security surrounded the grounds.  The men arriving at Jayce’s house looked just as big and muscular, but exotic somehow.  Not scarier.  No one could look more scary than Jayce.   
 
    But she wasn’t afraid of him.  Not physically anyway.   
 
    Grabbing a diet soda from the fridge, she sighed, lifted her chin in the air and…took a deep, cleansing breath.  Then another, hoping to steady herself then… 
 
    He was watching her.  How in the world could he see her from this distance?  She remembered the other night when her microwave had pinged and he’d turned his head.  Did he have ninja ears?  And ninja eyes?  No.  He couldn’t see her.  But when she stepped back again, trying to blend into the shadows, Jessa saw his lips curl slightly.   
 
    Darn it!  He could see her!   
 
    With a huff of impatience, she stomped to the door and pushed it open, glaring at him from her patio.  When he raised his glass of tea in greeting, she huffed a bit more.  It was just a defense mechanism, but he couldn’t know that.   
 
    “I hope he doesn’t know,” she grumbled under her breath as she stepped down the stairs and walked across the lawn to the lakeside deck.   
 
    “What don’t you want me to know?” he asked when she approached.   
 
    Startled, she frowned.  “Um…nothing.” 
 
    He was already sitting down in one of the all-weather chairs, and he leaned forward with interest.  “You’re nervous.  Why?”  
 
    How in the world could he know that?  She stood there, shifting her weight from foot to foot, debating on how to answer him.  “I’m not nervous,” she lied.   
 
    He lifted an eyebrow at that.  “Jessa, I won’t hurt you.” 
 
    Looking down at her unopened can of soda, she tapped at the tab with one fingernail.  “I know you’d never hurt me.” 
 
    “So, what’s the problem?  We talk just about every night.”   
 
      
 
    Jayce watched with increasing concern as her shoulders slumped in defeat.  “Jess, talk to me.  The only way we can make this work is if we’re open and honest with each other.” 
 
    Her chocolate brown eyes were wide and filled with a fear he didn’t like.  He loved her eyes!  They were expressive and beautiful with startlingly long lashes, large and tilted up at the edges.  Sort of a cross between an owl and a cat.  When she smiled, her eyes smiled with her.  When she was concerned about something, or disagreed with his point of view, those gorgeous eyes warned him that she was going to zing him.  Damn, he loved her eyes.  He could imagine her eyes telling him exactly what she wanted from him in bed.  All he had to do was suggest something and watch her eyes to know if she might like his idea.   
 
    But right now, her eyes were worried, which made his gut ache.  Not good!  
 
    “Talk to me,” he urged when she sat there in silence. 
 
    When she finally lifted her head, his gut eased.  The worried expression was gone, replaced with determination which caused certain parts of his body to tighten! 
 
    “I don’t want to have sex with you,” she announced.  “If we’re going to do this, it has to be in a clinic.”  She huffed, gazing out at the water before turning her determined face back to him.  “And I’m not even sure if you being the father is a good idea.  What if we ruin our friendship over this?  Your friendship is...” she paused and looked down for a moment.  He saw the muscles in her jaw clench and waited.  When she looked up at him, he was startled by the fierceness there.  “Your friendship is about the most important thing in my life, Jayce.  I won’t do anything to jeopardize it.” 
 
    He eased back, contemplating how to respond.  It was a monumental effort to get his pounding heart to slow down.  And his body to stop responding sexually to everything she said.  Unfortunately, everything she said, every look she pointed his way was hot.  Beautiful and hot.  Damn, he loved a strong woman!  She might appear shy, but Jessa wasn’t a woman to mess with!  She had a stubborn streak that was…beautiful!   
 
    “Okay, so talk to me, Jessa.  How do you think that we are going to mess up our friendship?”  
 
    “First of all, I’m not good at sex.  I know this and…well, suffice it to say sex sucks!” 
 
    Jayce was too stunned to react.  Not good at sex?  How could someone not be good at sex?  It was…awesome!  Although, it had been a long time since he’d experienced sex, but he remembered loving it!   
 
    “What is so bad about sex?” he asked, needing to know.   
 
    She shrugged, leaning back against the chair.  “I just…don’t like sex.  I’ve never really enjoyed sex.  It’s fine.  Snuggling afterwards is nice.  But the actual sex act, it’s a bit boring, don’t you think?”  
 
    He stared at her for a long moment, then threw back his head, laughing.  When he recovered, he looked at her with a shake of his head.  “Okay, so you haven’t enjoyed sex before.  That’s something I’ll take care of.  What are your other objections to sex?”  
 
    Her mouth fell open and his mind instantly contemplated her lips.  That full lower lip was quite possibly the sexiest part of her, he decided.   
 
    “Um…Jayce, not that I don’t appreciate your…uh…manly attributes, and I admire your confidence.  But please, just…sex isn’t all that important to me.  Which is one of the reasons why I want to just skip the whole sex part and go to a clinic.” 
 
    He laughed softly.  “Jessa, relax and let me take care of your enjoyment of sex.  Okay?  Can you trust me?”  
 
    She gulped and he was fairly sure that she was going to turn him down.  
 
    “How about sex only when I’m able to get pregnant?” she offered.  
 
    He pretended to think about that for a moment, wondering if he should tell her that he’d been thinking about the various ways to make love to her since the first moment she’d brought up the idea of getting pregnant.   
 
    “How about if you let me show you how great sex can be, then you decide if you only want to have sex once or twice a month?”  
 
    She shifted in her chair, obviously uncomfortable.  
 
    Before she answered, he offered, “Jessa, once you get pregnant, you’re probably not going to want sex,” he explained, although that hadn’t been the case between Charlotte and Oz.  He hoped that it wouldn’t be the case for Jessa either.  Not that he was hoping for long term, or anything.  He just…he wanted a bit longer with her.   
 
    Damn, even that was a revelation.  He’d never considered long term before.  But this was Jessa.  Everything about her was different. 
 
    “You have a point.  But since I’m not a huge fan of sex, I doubt I’ll miss it after I am pregnant.”  He watched her eyes and something flashed in their chocolate depths.  Something he didn’t fully understand, but he would figure out eventually.  “So, your suggestion of having sex more often before I can’t have sex isn’t a good argument.” 
 
    “Okay, then how about this,” he leaned forward, his elbows on his knees.  It was getting dark as the sun set behind the mountains, but the dim light only made their conversation more intimate.  “How about if we just kiss?  I can demonstrate my skill at kissing while you decide on the other matters.” 
 
    He saw the hope in her eyes, could tell she was excited by the idea.  After last night, he was too!  He’d enjoyed holding her in his arms, feeling the way she pressed against him when he held her.  Besides, last night’s kiss hadn’t been all that innocent.   
 
    Then her eyes dimmed and he clenched his glass of tea.  “No.  No kissing,” she said firmly.  “It might be better to live in ignorance of great sex than to experience it and know that you will never have it again,” she told him. 
 
    “What about if we just continue on with our relationship after you get pregnant?’ he offered, liking that idea more by the minute. 
 
    She laughed softly.  “I thought the whole point was to get pregnant and then go back to being friends.” 
 
    “Friends with benefits,” he corrected. 
 
    “Right.  But after I get pregnant, we’d go back to just being friends.” 
 
    No, that wasn’t going to work with him, but he didn’t want to scare her off.  Reminding himself of all of the men she’d dated, and rejected, during their friendship, he reminded himself to just move slowly.   
 
    “Okay, how about this?   You said that you enjoy the snuggling part of sex. How about if we extend our friendship from our evening conversations to more?” 
 
    Those beautiful brown eyes narrowed with his offer.  “What would be ‘more’?” she asked cautiously.  But he could see the interest in her eyes.  
 
    “Dinner together,” he offered.  When she looked at him warily, he added the condition, “Just when we’re interested in having dinner with another person.  If you prefer to be alone for dinner, just say so.” 
 
    She tilted her head.  “Dinner occasionally would be nice,” she agreed.   
 
    “And perhaps watching a movie together after dinner.  Or talking.  Or playing chess or poker or…” 
 
    “You have that group of people coming through your house lately.” 
 
    Jayce thought about his friends, their poker nights.  “I have a group of friends come over for poker night once a month, or I go to one of their places.”  Of course, going to their place meant a transcontinental flight, but he wasn’t going to add that piece of information.  She might find it intimidating that some of his closest friends were powerful world leaders.  Sheiks and bankers tended to terrify ordinary people.  Although, Jessa could never be classified as ordinary.  She was extraordinary in so many ways.   
 
    She took his explanation in stride.  Once they were closer, Jayce could reveal the identity of his friends.  But he’d check with them first.  There were security risks involved with their traveling here or him going there for their poker nights and he wouldn’t put them in jeopardy.  Especially since that might mean he’d have to go get them out of trouble.  Which he’d do in a heartbeat, but right now, he didn’t want to leave Jessa.  He enjoyed their nights together.  Their conversations were the highlight of his day.  
 
      
 
    Jessa contemplated rejecting his offer.  She was perfectly fine eating dinner alone every night.  She loved their conversations, cherished her time with Jayce.  But was she being greedy in wanting to share meals with him?  Watch a movie with him?  And would they snuggle on the couch while watching that movie?   
 
    Oh, my!  The idea was incredibly tempting.   
 
    “Fine!” she agreed.   
 
    “Good!” he smiled, leaning back in his chair.  “We’ll start tonight.” 
 
    Gulp!  “Tonight?” she squeaked out.   
 
    “Why not?” he asked.  “Do you have other plans?” 
 
    Jessa thought about the five chapters of her current plot she hadn’t written over the past two days because she had been too preoccupied with Jayce.  Or the fifty e-mails that she needed to respond to that had been sitting in her inbox for the past several days.  Again – because she’d been thinking about Jayce!  Or just the eight hours of lost sleep?   
 
    “Nope!” she replied.  “Not a thing.” 
 
    “Good.  Come with me.  I’ll cook tonight.” 
 
    He stood up and took her hand, leading her up the slight hill to his house.   
 
    Inside, Jessa looked around.  She’d been in his house briefly several times, but never for a long period of time. Once she’d asked to borrow a ladder in order to change a light bulb in her foyer. She had a ladder, but her foyer was two stories high.  Not only did he have a ladder high enough, but he’d brought it over to her house and changed the light bulb himself, not letting her climb that high up.   
 
    She hadn’t minded at the time.  Her fear of heights had meant that she’d ignored the other six light bulbs going out over the past few weeks.  But after the last one had burned out, she’d accepted that she’d needed to change them.  
 
    So yeah, she’d been in his house.  But not really “in” his house.  Walking up there now, admiring that huge, beautiful Victorian, she could feel her heart race.  Were they really doing this?  Was she going to enter into his domain and have dinner with him?  It seemed like such an escalation of their relationship.  But it wasn’t really.  She had dinner with her friends and those meals didn’t mean anything significant other than two people spending time together, sharing a meal.   
 
    This was different.  Jayce was different!  First of all, he was much bigger than any of her friends.  Bigger.  Badder.  Scarier and…more tender.  His fingers held hers gently, with a confidence that no man had ever shown her.   
 
    “You okay?” he asked, pausing outside of the glass doors of his patio.   
 
    “Yeah,” she whispered, suddenly aware of how far she needed to tilt her head back to look up at him.  Goodness, he was tall!   
 
    “How short are you?” he asked. 
 
    Jessa laughed.  “I was just thinking about how huge you are.  I’m five four,” she admitted.   
 
    “You seem taller because of your personality,” he teased.   
 
    She rolled her eyes.   “I’m not short, Jayce.  You’re abnormally tall.” 
 
    “I’m six three,” he told her and leaned down.  “But I guarantee that I can make our differences work for us.”   
 
    With that, he opened the door and walked inside, pressed a few buttons on an electronic panel by the doorway and led her through to a stool.  “You sit there,” he ordered.  “I’ll cook.  What are you in the mood for?”  
 
    Jessa looked around, noting that he’d somehow meshed updated, high end appliances with the old world style of the house.  The combination added a great deal of character.  “Um…I’m open to anything,” she told him.  “As long as it doesn’t have broccoli in it.  I hate broccoli.” 
 
    He peered at her over his shoulder.  “Hate broccoli?  It’s one of the best vegetables!” 
 
    She shook her head.  “I don’t even cook it in my house.” 
 
    He laughed as he bent over to pull some ingredients out of his fridge.  “How about garlic chicken and sweet potatoes?” he offered.  
 
    He poured her a glass of iced tea, then started cooking, talking to her the whole time.  Jessa thought it would be tense, being around Jayce like this.  He was such a high energy kind of man.  But as he cooked and asked her questions, she found herself relaxing.  She didn’t drink any of the tea, knowing that the caffeine would keep her up again tonight and she desperately needed some sleep.  She was charmed when he noticed and switched out her tea for lemonade.  
 
    The food was delicious!  “You’re a wonderful cook!” she exclaimed as she savored that first bite.   
 
    “You doubted me?” he teased.  
 
    “Of course I doubted you!  There has to be something you don’t do well.” 
 
    “There are a lot of things that I can’t do,” he replied. 
 
    “Name one.”  
 
    He laughed.  “Well, I don’t like sharks.” 
 
    Jessa rolled her eyes.  “No one likes sharks.” 
 
    “For the life of me, I can’t get the hang of French,” he admitted.  “Spanish, yeah.  Arabic.  Yep.  But for some reason, I can’t get the accent on the French language.” 
 
    She stared at him across the table.  “Are you kidding me?  You can’t speak French?” 
 
    He shrugged.  “I can speak it, but not well.” 
 
    “Uh!  You’re too good to be true,” she groaned.  “You are good with your hands…” 
 
    He grinned with those words, and winked cheekily at her.  “Extremely good with my hands, which I’ll prove to you as soon as you’re comfortable.” 
 
    Jessa blushed and looked down at her plate, wondering where all of the food had gone.  Looking up, she stared at him, “You run like a demon.  You probably can bench more than I weigh.”  
 
    “How much do you…” 
 
    “Not gonna answer that,” she told him firmly, earning another chuckle.   
 
    “Can you tell me where you go when you leave town?” she asked.  
 
    “Nope,” he replied.  No explanation.  No apology.  For some reason, she respected him even more because of that.   
 
    “How many languages do you speak?”  
 
    “Five, including English.” 
 
    “Wow!” she sighed.  “I know a smattering of high school French.”  She looked up at him and grinned.  “Comment t’allez vous?” she quoted, one of the few things she remembered from her high school French teacher.   
 
    “Bien,” he replied smoothly, not even hesitating.  “Et tu es un belle femme.”   
 
    Jessa’s female parts groaned with desire at his words.  “Your accent sounds pretty darn good to me.” 
 
    He stood up, carrying the plates over to the sink.  “The French people hate it when I speak the language.  Apparently, I slaughter it and they just switch to English.  It’s easier in Canada.  The French speaking Canadians don’t care as much about the accent.  They are just thrilled that a person tries.” 
 
    “I don’t travel much,” she told him.  
 
    “Why not?”  
 
    She shrugged, bringing the plates to the sink.  “I guess because I don’t have anyone to travel with.  I looked into traveling with a group, but I’m such an introvert that the idea of being around people for several days without any reprieve sounds like my personal version of hell.” 
 
    “Where would you go if you could go anywhere in the world?”  
 
    She laughed.  “Oh, that’s an easy one.  All of the capitals of Europe first of all.  London, Paris, Rome…oh, and Prague!  I’ve heard that’s the most beautiful cities in the world.” 
 
    “It’s pretty nice.” 
 
    “Sweden, but I don’t know which city.  And Iceland.  I’ve heard that Iceland is amazing.  Especially the blue pond thing.  That would be incredible.” 
 
    “It’s very crowded.”   
 
    “Really?”  
 
    “Yeah.  Unless you get there right at the beginning of the day, then it’s okay.  But the lagoon quickly fills up.  The mud is interesting.  I doubt it does all of the things the people think it does.  But then again, what do I know?”  
 
    She stared up at him, stunned by his words.  “It has magical qualities?”  
 
    “According to the rumors, it can cure cancer.” 
 
    “Interesting,” she replied, tilting her head as she absorbed that information.   
 
    “Yeah, it’s an experience.” 
 
    She loaded the dishwasher after rinsing each of the plates, then stood up and looked at him. “Is there any country in the world you haven’t visited?” 
 
    “I’m sure there are one or two,” he replied, but Jessa noticed that his eyes were a bit more sultry than they had been during dinner.  All of the tension that had dissipated over the past two hours while he cooked and they ate, sprang back to life.   
 
    He noticed as well, walking over to her and taking her smaller hands in his.  “You’re nervous again. Why?” 
 
    She looked at him, at his broad shoulders and the scruff along his jaw that only made him look sexier than when he was smooth shaven.  “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Nothing’s changed, Jessa.  We’re just two friends having a conversation.  Just as we would if we were down near the water’s edge.” 
 
    “Yeah.  So why does it feel as if there’s something more going on?”  
 
    He laughed and moved closer.  “Perhaps because I want to kiss you,” he admitted.   
 
    “You do?”  
 
    “Oh yeah.  But I’m not going to.” 
 
    Huh?  “Why not?”  
 
    “Because I don’t think that you’re ready to move on to being more than friends.  As much as I’d like to get to the friends with benefits part of our friendship, I want you to be relaxed enough around me that, when I take you into my arms, you go willingly.  Without any hesitation or doubts.”  He took her hands, but didn’t pull her into his arms as she hoped he would.  “Do you like poker?” he asked.  
 
    Uhh…this night was taking an unexpected turn.  “Sort of,” she admitted.  “My roommates and I played a bit of poker in college, but nothing serious.  We mostly just bet pretzels or chips.” 
 
    He laughed.  “Let’s play poker.  But instead of betting for money, we bet on questions.” 
 
    Jessa smiled, intrigued.  “Tell me more.” 
 
    He took her hands and led her over to the table.  “You sit here.  I’ll sit on the other side of the table.  Actually, it would be better if we played blackjack rather than poker.  There’s a little more luck involved and less skill.” 
 
    “Are you saying that I’m not skilled at poker?”  
 
    He kissed the top of her head as he walked over to a cabinet and took out a deck of cards.  “Don’t even try it, honey.  I play poker with some pretty serious people.”  He sat down across from her and started shuffling the cards.  “Aces high and low,” he announced.   
 
    Jessa shifted in her chair, wishing that she knew how to play poker better.  She’d love to take him down a peg or two, but maybe he was right.  Perhaps she should learn to crawl before running the marathon.  “Fine.  Blackjack it is,” she replied.   
 
    “Excellent.”  A moment later, cards were shuffled and two of them flew across the table, one landing down, the other landing up.  “Do you know how to play?”  
 
    She smirked.  “I have a general idea.”  There was a seven showing.  She peered at the down-facing card.  Darn it!  A two.  
 
    “Hit me,” she announced.  
 
    He chuckled, but flipped a card towards her.  A nine now lay on top of the seven.  “I’ll stay.”  
 
    He smiled and she looked at his cards.  There was an eight facing upwards but she didn’t know what he had underneath.  “I’ll hit,” he flipped a card over.  He now had an eight and a three.  “I’m holding.”  He looked up at her.  “Whatcha got?”  
 
    “Eighteen,” she said, flipping the seven over. 
 
    “Twenty-one,” he announced and flipped over the ten of hearts. 
 
    Her mouth fell open.  “You hit on eighteen?” she gasped.  “Why would you do that?” 
 
    “I like to live dangerously,” he laughed.  “What’s your favorite color?”  
 
    Grumbling, she pushed her cards back to him.  “Green.” 
 
    “Nice to know.”  Then his nice looking fingers tossed her two more cards.  “Dangerous lady,” he said, looking at the queen of hearts that was face up.  He looked down at his cards.  There was a ten on top.  She peered under her queen and gasped when she saw the ten of diamonds.  “I’ll hold.” 
 
    One corner of his mouth lifted.  “I’ll hold too.  What do you have?”  
 
    She flipped over her ten.  “Twenty.” 
 
    “You win.  I have nineteen.”  He swooped up all of the cards. “What’s your question?” 
 
    “Have you ever been married before?”  
 
    “Not even close.”   
 
    More cards flipped to her. She won.  “What’s the longest relationship you’ve ever had?”  
 
    “I dated a woman for about six months at one point.” 
 
    Wrong question to ask, she thought, but kept a smile on her features, pretending that his answer didn’t hurt or scare her.   
 
    They played the cards and asked questions to the point where they didn’t bother with who won, they just kept asking each other questions.  When she started to yawn, Jessa felt absurdly disappointed when he collected the cards and stood up.  “You’re exhausted.  I’ll walk you back to your house so you can get a good night’s sleep.” 
 
    Reluctantly, she stood up, and noticed it was almost midnight.  “Good grief!  I didn’t realize how late it was!” 
 
    He put a hand on her arm, pulling her back when she started to rush out of the house.  Right back so that there was barely an inch of space between the two of them.  “I had a wonderful time tonight, Jessa,” he purred in her ear, making her shiver.   
 
    Goodness, he smelled good!  Had he smelled this good last night? She couldn’t remember.  But she sure remembered that kiss!  Would he kiss her again?  She really wanted him to, but because of that friendship thing, she didn’t want to ask.  
 
    “I’m going to walk you home,” he announced.  “And then I’m going to kiss you goodnight.  Are you okay with being kissed?” 
 
    She laughed nervously.  “Shouldn’t you ask if I’m okay with the walking me home thing too?” 
 
    “Nope.  I’m walking you home, honey.  It’s late and I don’t like you walking in the dark alone.” 
 
    “But…I live right next door.” 
 
    “Security is my business, Jessa.  I’m walking you home.” 
 
    “You really don’t need to.” 
 
    “For my peace of mind, I need to walk you home.” 
 
    Something occurred to her at that moment.  “You watch me walk into my house every night for the same reason.” 
 
    “Yes.  And it’s also why I installed that security system.  Are you okay with me kissing you good night?” 
 
    She thought about it for a long time.  She should tell him no.  She should tell him that they should remain just friends, minus the benefits.  But instead of a denial, she heard herself say, “I’d like that very much.” 
 
    “Good.  Let’s go.  You need a good night’s sleep.  You’ve missed a lot of writing over the past two days.” 
 
    “You sound awfully confident about this,” she said, trying to sound teasing.  But in reality, her heart was pounding hard and her knees felt more than a little wobbly.   
 
    “I have confidence that you’re going to realize that me fathering your child is the best thing for your baby.  You’re an intelligent woman.  You make wise decisions.” 
 
    She didn’t argue with him.  Nor did she admit that the idea of him fathering her child had been the furthest thing on her mind.  All she’d been thinking about was him kissing her.  And touching her.  And making love to her.   
 
    And darn it, she lived too close!  In practically no time at all, they were standing beside her back door. She reached out and pushed open the door, then turned to face him. 
 
    “You didn’t lock your door?” he demanded, horrified.  “Nor did you turn on the security system.  Why not, Jessa?” 
 
    Again, not where her mind was going so it took her several moments for her mind to interpret his words.  “Uh…” looking behind her, she looked at the door, then back up at him.  “I don’t ever lock my door when I’m just outside.” 
 
    “It’s one thing when you’re outside with me.  But from now on, would you mind locking your door when you’re not in sight of it? Just to make me feel better?”  
 
    If he’d ordered her to lock her door, or berated her for not locking it, she would have stomped inside and become irritated with him.  But his sweetly worded request…well, what could she say?  “Of course,” was her only response.  
 
    And with that, she noticed a great deal of tension leave his shoulders.  And even better, he put his hands on her hips and pulled her closer.  “Thank you,” he murmured a moment before he kissed her good night.  And boy what a kiss!  His lips were firm and coaxing, pulling a moan from her as he slowly deepened the kiss.   
 
    All too soon, he pulled back and looked down at her.  “I want to do a whole lot more, but I want you comfortable, Jessa.  So, dinner again tomorrow night?” 
 
    She grinned up at him, nodding eagerly.  “Dinner tomorrow.  My turn to cook.  And more blackjack?” she offered.   
 
    “It’s a date.”  And then he was gone, his long, muscular legs taking him back to his house.  But before he went inside, he turned to face her. “Lock the door, Jessa,” he called, waiting for her to go inside and lock the door.  
 
    She smiled, grateful that he couldn’t see her expression in the night.  But she still stepped into her house and locked the door, hoping that he heard the snick of the lock so that he’d know that she’d done as he asked.   
 
    Slipping into bed that night, she smiled at the darkened ceiling, thinking about Jayce and some of his answers.  He was afraid of sharks, she thought.  But she knew that he went diving because he’d told her about having done so in the Mediterranean Sea several months ago. He just got more and more interesting.  
 
    Jessa fell asleep wondering if she would ever have the courage to take their relationship to the next level.  And if she did, would they be able to go back to just being friends after she became pregnant?   
 
    She was asleep before she came up with an answer.  


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    The following morning, Jessa woke up with a start, glanced at the clock, then, with a gasp, threw the covers back and raced to the window.  It was show time, she thought eagerly.  
 
    Sure enough, Jayce was walking down the steps of his red and white house, dressed in a crisp white shirt and dress slacks, his loose tie hanging around the open neck of his shirt, a matching suit jacket slung over his shoulder.  He looked…hot!  Gorgeous!  “Wealthy Man Goes to Work”, she thought, thinking that it sounded like the title to a porn movie.   
 
    Every morning, she watched him leave for work.  It was one of the pathetic pleasures of her day.  She should be ashamed, but Jessa wasn’t.  She didn’t care that this was the highlight of her day as well as the inspiration for several of her heated sex scenes.   
 
    She loved watching him get into his SUV, the material of his dress slacks skimming across his tight butt.  Her mouth watered at the sight of those broad shoulders pulling at the white material of his dress shirt.  He was just… 
 
    Staring at her!  Instead of getting into his SUV and driving away as he normally did, he tossed his jacket into the backseat and turned to look up at her.  He had sunglasses on, but she could tell that he knew that she was at her window!   
 
    Good grief! 
 
    Another deviation from his normal routine…he slammed the car door closed and walked across their lawns.  A moment later, her doorbell chimed and she jumped.  Racing down the stairs, she quickly pressed the buttons on her security system, disarming it before pulling the heavy door open.   
 
    He looked even more incredible up close.  Goodness, he’d just showered and smelled like soap, sunshine, and man!   
 
    “Good morning, Jessa,” he greeted her, that deep, sexy voice vibrating its way down to her very toes.   “Instead of just watching, how about if you give me a proper greeting?”  He pulled her into his arms and kissed her thoroughly.   
 
    Jessa squeaked in surprise before lifting her face up for his kiss.  Immediately, her arms wrapped around his neck and she felt as if she were floating.  When he finally lifted his head, she realized that she wasn’t floating.  He was holding her.   
 
    “Good morning,” she whispered.   
 
    He lowered her sock-covered feet to the ground, kissed her one more time, then stepped back.  “Is this what you sleep in?” he asked, taking in her figure clad in a satin nightshirt and wool socks.   
 
    Quickly, her hands flew up to her chest, one foot trying to hide behind her calf.  As if he hadn’t noticed her unsexy night attire already.   
 
    “Yes.  If…if this thing between us happens, I’ll find something better to wear.” 
 
    He groaned and pulled her closer.  “Don’t you dare!  This is pretty hot.  I even like the socks and the hair sticking up in the back.” 
 
    He grinned walked back across their lawns, unaware of her gasp as Jessa hurriedly tried to smooth down her hair.  “Good grief!” she hissed and stepped back into the house, closing the door behind her.  “Okay, no more ogling!” she vowed.  Then padded into her kitchen, knowing that the promise would only last until tomorrow morning.  


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Jessa’s fingers flew over the keyboard, the scenes for her next book coming so fast, she could barely keep up.  She loved it!  Days like this were….heavenly!  She’d chosen to work in the small park over by Church Street instead of in her house today, and it had been a good decision.  The sun was warm, but not too hot and the humidity was comfortably low.  Besides, the low hum of traffic and other people walking by on the sidewalks helped her focus for some reason.  
 
    Or maybe, it was because she didn’t have an internet connection out here and couldn’t surf news sites or find a great pair of shoes that she wouldn’t have any place to wear.   
 
    Why didn’t she do this more often?  Maybe because she didn’t usually start the morning with a passionate kiss from her neighbor, she told herself with a secret smile.  
 
    A pretty brunette walked across the grass and Jessa thought that she looked familiar.  But the brown haired, green eyed beauty was too…she was too confident.  Too amazing!  If she’d met the woman before, Jessa would have remembered her.  She was just that stunning!  Tall and slender with impossibly high heels that she walked in as comfortably as if she were in sneakers.  Her dark hair was pulled up into a sleek twist and she was…coming this way?  Huh?!  
 
    “You’re Jessa McCleod!” the woman asked.  Well, announced actually.  She wasn’t asking.  The stunning woman was telling.   
 
    Jessa blinked behind her sunglasses, startled but not threatened.  “Um...yes.  I am.”  
 
    The woman smiled, the look transforming her features from cold and unapproachable, ice queenish…to almost gamin.  A street urchin goes to Paris.   
 
    “I thought so!  I knew that you lived in the town, but I’ve never seen you out and about before.  Of course, we’ve only moved here in the past year, but still, I’ve met most of the town.  So by the process of elimination, I guessed that you were her.  And I was right!” 
 
    Jessa couldn’t help but feel a bit intimidated. The woman was just too beautiful and striking and elegant and confident.  All the things that Jessa wanted to be but wasn’t.  But there was just something about the woman.  Maybe it was her personality, the kind of woman that decided she was going to be friends with someone and that was it, the person didn’t really have a choice about it.   
 
    “I’m Carly Cole.  I know, stupid initials.  But by the time I realized how silly it sounded, I was stuck with them.  Besides, my parents probably did it to me out of spite.  They weren’t very nice people,” she admitted as if that kind of sharing was just part of the getting-to-know-you phase.   
 
    “It’s a pleasure to…!”  She stopped, thinking about Jayce.  “Um…are you by any chance related to Jayce Cole?” she asked, holding her breath.  
 
    “Yep!  He’s the middle child, but he keeps pretending to be the oldest.  It takes Oz, our oldest brother, to knock him down a bit before he’ll accept his place in the world.  But over the past several years, Oz hasn’t been able to do that.  Jayce just kept getting bigger and bigger.  Not that Oz is small.  No way!  He’s huge!  Just about as huge as Jayce.  Although, Ryker is bigger than both of them.  But Ryker…” she paused for a brief moment and Jessa suspected that there was a blush involved during that moment, but the lovely woman rallied quickly.  
 
    “Is Ryker another brother?”  
 
    The woman laughed. “Goodness no!  Thank goodness!  He’s not part of the family.” Carly tilted her head.  “Well, he is, actually.  But not officially.  Ryker is…was…a friend of Oz in the Delta Force unit of the Army.  Jayce was a Navy SEAL.  When they decided to start The Solutions Group and combined their talents….well, that’s when Jayce and Oz adopted Ryker as their de-facto brother.” 
 
    “Huh!” Jessa replied, fascinated by both the information as well as the woman.   
 
    “Anyway, you don’t want to know all of that.  I just saw you across the parking lot and wanted to find out if you were who I thought you were. And you are!  So I’m introducing myself!”   
 
    Jessa laughed, delighted with Carly Cole.  “Jayce is my neighbor,” she told Carly. 
 
    “You’re kidding!” she gasped.  “That jerk never said a word! And he knows that I devour your books!  Although, I usually have to sleep with the lights on after reading one of your novels.  I love them, but they scare the bejeesus out of me!” 
 
    Jessa smiled, feeling a warm glow of happiness. “That’s pretty much my goal,” she laughed.  “Entice and terrify.” 
 
    Carly laughed as well. “Listen, Danielle, one of my good friends, married one of my brothers’ friends and moved away with him.  And that irritated me.  So, I’m on a mission and, since you’re here and you seem really nice, would you like to join a poker training group?”  
 
    Jessa was amused and intrigued.  She’d been thinking about learning how to play poker after Jayce dissed her admittedly non-existent skills.  “You play poker?” she asked hopefully, sitting up straighter.  
 
    Carly cringed before replying.  “Unfortunately, no.  But my brothers play poker with some very scary dudes.  The wives of that group, plus me and Charlotte, Oz’s wife, are teaching ourselves to play poker.  If you’d like to join us, we’re learning in secret.” 
 
    “I’d love it!” she gushed, thinking of surprising Jayce with her knowledge of poker.  He’d dismissed the game so easily the other night, it would be amazing to play with him and crush him with some newly acquired, mad poker skills.  
 
    “Excellent!  Then you’re in!  We meet with the other ladies only every few months, but Charlotte and I plan to get together to teach ourselves once a week.”  She turned and grabbed her cell phone, handing it to Jessa.  “Put your contact information in and I’ll contact you about the next poker night.  It’s going to be awesome!” she laughed.   
 
    Jessa put her phone number into Carly’s cell phone, then handed it back to her.   
 
    “Great!” Carly announced and stood up. “This is exciting!  Having three people playing poker is so much better than just two. It will be easier to learn to bluff. I have a meeting in a few minutes, but it was really great to meet you! I’ll text you with details, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” Jessa replied, hoping she didn’t look as stunned as she felt.  Carly Cole was a whirlwind.  A beautiful, amazing whirlwind!


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Jessa’s fingers trembled as she opened the oven, checking on the casserole.  “Don’t burn!” she ordered it firmly.  Thankfully, it didn’t answer but continued to look yummy.  The beans were sitting on the countertop, ready to pop into the oven.  She knew that real chefs boiled water, dunked the green beans into the boiling water for a certain amount of time, then dunked them into ice water.  It was called blanching for some reason that she couldn’t fathom.  Personally, sticking them in the microwave for three to five minutes worked perfectly.  Why make something complicated?!   
 
    Jayce had texted that he was on his way.  She’d texted him back, letting him know that dinner was ready whenever he arrived.  But was she ready?  Probably not.  Her mind was still racing, trying to catch up.  She’d worked hard today, but wasn’t able to catch up completely.  But that was fine.  She’d catch up over the weekend.  That was one of the problems of being a writer – one could never really turn off the brain.  Thoughts and ideas constantly flowed.  There was always a story in her mind, always a scene.  The ideas didn’t always work out, but they were there.  Weekends and holidays weren’t truly acknowledged for a writer.  Holidays were just a time when she couldn’t check the stock market when she needed a mental break from writing.  Why she checked the stock market, Jessa had no idea.  She had a financial advisor who recommended which stocks and mutual funds to buy.  She transferred the money into her investment account each month and her advisor did all of the buying and selling.  Somehow, checking the markets each day made her feel more informed, even though it was a complete lie.   
 
    When the doorbell rang, she jumped, even though she’d been expecting it.  Still, Jayce was here!  After this morning, she was more than slightly jumpy and smoothed her hair back.  She’d curled it today, wanting to look nicer than normal after this morning’s pajama debacle.  She’d put on a bit more makeup than normal too.  Oh, she always put on makeup, not wanting him to ever see her without makeup on.  So of course, this morning’s fresh face had to be banished from his mind! 
 
    Before she opened the door, she smoothed a hand over her jeans and shirt, taking a breath.  As she opened the door, she smiled brightly.  But seeing him in a pair of jeans and a tee-shirt that stretched across his shoulders, she lost track of the funny comment she’d prepared.  It had been so witty and sophisticated too.  Gone though.  Those wonderful, witty, pithy comments weren’t so great when one couldn’t remember them.   
 
    “You look good enough to eat,” he stated as he stepped into the foyer, taking her into his arms.  With one hand, he pushed the door closed.  With the other, he held the back of her head as he lowered his mouth to cover hers, brushing his lips back and forth over hers until she opened for him.  Then he moved in for a deeper kiss, his tongue invading her mouth, his hands moving over her back, her waist, sliding against her sides and causing her to shiver in anticipation as his hand moved closer to her breast.  But he didn’t go there, sliding his hands back down to her waist before pulling away.   
 
    Jessa tried valiantly for relaxed and casual, but suspected that she actually looked pained and overly-eager.   
 
    “Something smells good.  Did you cook tonight?”  
 
    She laughed nervously, still a bit stunned.  “Yes.  I cooked,” she said as she led him through the house to the kitchen.  “Although, I’m not sure what you like or dislike so I kept it pretty safe tonight.” 
 
    “I like just about everything,” he replied and she peered over her shoulder.  For some reason, that comment sounded…suggestively sexy.   
 
    “Right,” she whispered and turned back to walk into her kitchen.  Her kitchen wasn’t as big or as fancy as his, but it suited her perfectly.  It was cozy, with yellow walls and blue cabinets.  She had bright, colorful plates in different patterns that she picked up whenever she traveled.  The mismatched plates brought back memories of whatever she’d been doing, what she had researched on a trip. She loved each of those memories, as well as the plates and cups.  It made stacking a bit of a challenge, but she didn’t mind, especially since it was mostly just cooking for one.   
 
    “This is really nice,” Jayce commented, looking around at her colorful kitchen that looked out onto the water.  “Very cozy and bright.” 
 
    She looked around, smiling at the views as she poured him some iced tea and herself a glass of lemonade.  “It took me a long time to figure out the style that I wanted, and an even longer time to pull it together, but with Daisy’s help, I finally got it right.” 
 
    “What did you do today?” he asked.   
 
    “I met your sister, actually.  Carly is…”  Jessa paused, trying to find the right word.   
 
    He chuckled.  “She’s a force of nature,” he filled in. “No need to be polite about it.  She drives me nuts sometimes, but she’s a dynamo at running the business for us.” 
 
    “She runs your business?”  
 
    “Yeah.  She’s in charge of everything, although she stays in the office, preferring not to travel.  We’re the ones she sends out on all of the activities or sales calls.”  He shook his head. “I swear, I think Carly used to make up some of the trips because we’d pissed her off.”  He looked at Jessa with a cringe. “We don’t do that anymore.  At least, not intentionally.  Sometimes though…”  He didn’t finish the statement, but Jessa understood what he wasn’t saying.  “So, what did she want from you?”  
 
    Jessa led the way out through the kitchen doorway so they could walk down the lawn to their usual place.  For some reason, she needed to get back to their previous routine of sitting out by the water and talking quietly.  It would center her, help her feel more balanced.  More as if the world wasn’t going a bit nutty.   
 
    “She didn’t really want anything,” Jessa replied, smiling secretively as he took her hand to help her down the stairs.  Stairs she walked about four times a day, but it was still nice to feel his hand holding hers.  When they were once again on flat ground, he didn’t release her hand.  And Jessa didn’t pull away.  Holding his hand felt good.  It felt…right!  
 
    “Carly always wants something,” he groaned.   
 
    “Well, she introduced herself and asked me if I was the author.  But she didn’t ask for an autograph.” 
 
    “Do people usually ask for that?” 
 
    She looked up at him and she suspected that her response was important to him.  “Not really.  I’m pretty shy, so I’ve never done a book signing.  My publisher says that my lack of interaction with my readers makes me more mysterious.  But I think she’s just making excuses for me because she knows that I won’t do the book signings.  I suspect that if I ever told her that I was willing, she’d line up an entire nationwide book tour.”  Jessa shuddered as if the idea was a nightmare for her.  Which it would be.   
 
    “You don’t like meeting your readers?”  
 
    Jessa shrugged as she took her usual chair.  “It isn’t that I don’t want to meet them.  Mostly, it’s that I don’t think any of them would want to meet me!” she laughed.  “I mean, really, I’m just the hired help, in a way.” 
 
    A dark brow lifted in surprise.  “You don’t think of yourself as a sort of celebrity?  You sell thousands of books every month.” 
 
    She just about choked on her lemonade.  “A celebrity?  Are you serious?”  She shook her head.  “No.  I’m not even close.”  
 
    “I bet you are to your readers.”  
 
    She rolled her eyes, not believing him for a second.  “So, how was your day?” she asked, changing the subject in a too-obvious manner. 
 
    They talked about random things, just like normal and Jessa started to relax again.  Unfortunately, an hour later, she checked her watch and gasped at the time.  “Are you hungry for dinner?”  
 
      
 
    Jayce looked at her, watching her glance around nervously.  She’d been so relaxed a moment ago.  But there was a tension about her now.  Was it awareness or nervousness?   
 
    “I’d love whatever you have cooking, it smelled amazing,” he admitted.   
 
    “Good,” she replied and stood up.  They walked back up to her house and he stood back, enjoying the gentle sway of her hips as she moved around in the kitchen.  The sight of her bent over to pull the casserole out of the oven, the material of her jeans pulling tight against her backside was devastating. And the tee-shirt she wore…he doubted that she realized how thin it was. He could see the lace of her bra through the material.  He could also see her tight nipples pressing towards him and his mouth watered.   
 
    But Jayce pulled his gaze away from those inviting nipples and looked at the food.  It was chicken covered in some cheesy sauce that looked and smelled amazing!  “Wow!” he announced and held the chair out for her.  “This looks incredible!” 
 
    “Thanks,” she said as she sat down, putting her yellow napkin in her lap.  “Help yourself.”   
 
    Jessa watched as he took one chicken breast and served her, then placed another on his own plate, adding in green beans and a helping of the tossed salad.  She almost laughed at his tiny portions.  “Really, Jayce?” she teased, then took the serving spoon and placed another chicken breast on his plate.  “I know you’re a big guy and need a lot more energy than I do.” 
 
    He laughed, but he didn’t deny her statement.  They ate and talked and laughed about things.  It was nice and Jessa felt as if they were an old married couple.  Except for the sexual tension that seemed to increase with every bite.  It was so thick, Jessa wondered if steam might start rising up between them.   
 
    When dinner was over, she sat back, twirling her wine glass with her fingers nervously.   
 
    “Jessa,” he called to her, pulling her eyes up from her plate.  “Nothing is going to happen that you don’t want to happen.” 
 
    She smiled at him.  “Thank you for that.” 
 
    He took the plates and carried them over to the sink.  “I have a suggestion for you.” 
 
    “What’s that?” she asked, thinking that perhaps she didn’t want to hear it.  Jayce’s ideas were what had gotten them into this mess.   
 
    “You’ve never truly enjoyed sex before now, right?”  
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t say that I never enjoyed sex,” she replied, even though she hadn’t.   
 
    He finished rinsing the dishes.  “Have you ever had an orgasm during sex?” he asked point blank. 
 
    Jessa’s mouth fell open and she felt her cheeks heat up.  “What?  No!  Um…” she then realized what she’d just said and tried to back track.  “Well, um…” she placed a hand on her cheeks, trying to hide the blush. “Jayce, I don’t think that’s any of your business.” 
 
    He chuckled, and pulled her into his arms.  “Honey, of course it is my business.  We’re going to be lovers.  I need to understand your sexual past, and your preferences.”   
 
    “That just seems so…intimate!” she gasped.  
 
    “Of course it is intimate.  We’re going to be intimate, Jessa.  It’s just a matter of you becoming more comfortable around me.  Once that happens, then we’re all in.” 
 
    She pulled out of his arms, her face still burning with embarrassment, but she tried to pretend that the conversation was normal.  “Well, what about your past?”  
 
    “I always have orgasms during sex,” he teased, then became more serious.  “I know that a lot of women don’t and that’s a shame.” 
 
    “How do you know that women don’t?”  
 
    “Climax during sex?” he clarified, taking the casserole dish out of her hands and started scrubbing it.  “Because women talk.  I listen.  I read.”  He turned to look at her.  “Women think that sex is all about men, and asking for what they need makes them into a slut.”  He paused.  “It doesn’t, Jessa.  It just makes them assertive and sexy.”  
 
    She swallowed, wanting to pull away from the intensity in his eyes.  But she couldn’t.  It was like…he was like a magnet and she wanted to go to him, demand that he prove it.  Unfortunately, she wasn’t that brave when it came to sexual matters.  With everything else in her life she was fully capable and assertive.  Sex?  Nah!  Looking down, she smiled at his hands.  “I think the casserole dish is clean now.”  
 
    He looked down as well, realized that he’d worked up a huge lather and that he couldn’t even see the glass dish.  “Right,” he laughed and turned on the water to rinse it off.  Sure enough, as soon as the water rinsed off the suds, the dish was spotless.   
 
    “What else?” he asked, looking around.   
 
    “Nothing.  Everything is cleaned up,” she replied, folding her hands in front of her.  
 
    He tossed the sponge into the small dish on the side of her sink, then looked over at her.  He had that look in his eyes.  The look that made her toes curl.  And a whole lot of other body parts that she wasn’t going to mention.  Okay, so she wasn’t going to tell him about her toes curling either but… 
 
    “What are you thinking about?” he asked, taking her hand in his and leading her out of the kitchen and into the big, comfy sitting room.   
 
    “Umm…my toes,” she told him honestly.   
 
    He sat down and pulled her down so that she sat pressed against him.  Closer than she’d ever sat.  She was overwhelmed with sensation, his body heat, the smell of his aftershave, even though it had been hours since he’d shaved.  In fact, he looked extra scrumptious with that five o-clock shadow along his strong jawline.   
 
    “What about your toes?” he asked softly, his fingers sliding through her hair, caressing the back of her neck.  Good grief, she’d never realized how sensitive the back of her neck was!   
 
    “Umm…” what was he talking about?  Toes.  Why was he talking about toes?  Who cared about toes when he touched her like that!   
 
    “Jessa,” he whispered, his lips dangerously close to her ear.   
 
    “What?” she whispered back, not wanting to break the intimate silence of the moment.  He might stop doing that thing with his fingers if she disrupted the silence.  
 
    “When is your next period?” he asked softly.  
 
    Screeching noise!  The kind of noise one hears when someone runs their fingers down a chalkboard.  “What?” she gasped, pulling away.  Unfortunately, her knee-jerk reaction dislodged his delicious fingers from her neck.  Why’d he have to go and ask something like that?! 
 
    His green eyes looked back at her steadily.  “I need to know, honey.  If you want to get pregnant, then I’ll need to know when to…uh…perform.” 
 
    She blushed again.  Never in her life had she felt her cheeks grow this hot.  “Um…well, how about if I just…” 
 
    “You’re embarrassed and I’m sorry, but you shouldn’t be, honey.  It’s just a regular thing, Jessa.  Why would you be embarrassed about something that is just a natural part of being a woman?”  
 
    She jerked up from the couch.  “Because it’s private!”  
 
    He leaned back against the cushions, his gaze moving up and down her body, stopping at her breasts for a long moment.  For some reason, that made her body feel all tingly again.  His look was almost as nice as those fingers against her neck.  Almost.  Not quite.   
 
    “Jessa, if I’m going to help you get pregnant, I can guarantee that I’m going to be a whole lot more intimate than this.”  He took her hand and pulled her back down to the couch.  “Just pretend that I’m your doctor.” 
 
    “My doctor is a woman.” 
 
    He laughed and the sound of his laughter made her toes curl again.   
 
    “Okay, that reminds me of several more fantasies with you as the leading lady,” he teased.  
 
    Jessa knew where he was going and smacked him.  Lightly, because she knew that he was only teasing.  “Get serious,” she grumbled.   
 
    “Oh, you have no idea how serious some of my fantasies are,” he chuckled, and grabbed her hand before she could smack him again.  “But not the point.  I understand.  So, I’m not your doctor.  What about if you just pretend I’m your doctor?” 
 
    She frowned at him.  “Another one of your fantasies?” she asked, then laughed when he shrugged slightly.  “You’re bad.” She shook her head at him. 
 
    “No, I’m really good.  I promise, you’re going to love how good I am.” 
 
    “Now you’re just bragging.” 
 
    He let his fingers slide back underneath her hair.  “Not even a little,” he countered.  “So when was your last period?”  
 
    She shifted, but not enough to dislodge his fingers.  “I’d have to look it up.” 
 
    “Good.  Text me the date after I leave tonight.”  She closed her eyes again, relieved that the subject was closed.  “I have a suggestion.” 
 
    She certainly hoped that his suggestion had something to do with staying right where they were for the rest of her life.  “What’s that?” she asked, a bit breathlessly.   
 
    “I think you should let me make love to you when you are not ovulating,” he said, his voice deepening, sounding husky and sexy and oh-so-hot!  “I think you should let me show you what sex should be like so that, during those long nights when you’re taking care of your baby and don’t have anyone around to have sex with, you can think back and remember what incredible sex was like.” 
 
    Another blush. She couldn’t respond because the sensation of him nibbling along her neckline stole her words away.   
 
     “I can make you feel even better, Jessa.” Another nibble.  “Just think, by this time next year, you could have a baby.  You’ll be so overwhelmed with taking care of your baby, that you’ll need some fond memories to keep you warm and make you smile.”  Another nibble, this one lower along her neckline.  “Let me be the memory that brings a smile to your face.” 
 
    Jessa groaned, putting her hands on his shoulders.  “Jayce!” she gasped, wiggling when his mouth sucked a bit harder along her neck before moving again.  And again.  He really was good at this!  He seemed to know where to find every sensitive spot on her neck and shoulders and kiss it, tease that spot until she gasped or shivered or moaned.  Or all three! 
 
    “I think we should have sex only when I’m ovulating,” she managed to blurt out, although how she’d found the willpower was a mystery.  
 
    “If that’s all you want, then I’m fine with that, Jessa.”  He kissed her neck again before nibbling on her earlobe.  When he pulled away, he looked down at her.  “But I think you’ll be missing out on a lot of fun.” 
 
    How in the world had they gotten into this position?  She was lying on the sofa now, his hips between her legs and his hands sliding along the bare skin of her stomach.  Bare skin?!   
 
    Before Jessa could figure out what was going on, he pulled them back up to a sitting position, but she was now straddling his lap, his hands dangerously close to her bottom.   
 
    “Jessa, I don’t want to push you into anything.  But if the past few nights have proven anything, it’s that there’s a sexual tension between us that is hard to deny.” 
 
    She opened her mouth, ready to deny his claim, but the words wouldn’t come.  Instead, she whispered, “I’m afraid of losing your friendship, Jayce.” 
 
    “I know, honey.  And I don’t want that to happen either.  Nor am I going to deny the possibility exists.  But…” he shook his head.  “Honestly, the idea of you getting pregnant through some other man’s donation makes my stomach wretch.”  He paused for a moment.  “Let me be the man to help you with this.  I understand your end goal.  But…I’d also love to show you that sex can be good and fun.  No matter how long it takes to reach your goal, I vow to you that I won’t cheat on you.  I won’t even look at another woman with sexual interest.  I won’t do that to you.”  He looked at her carefully.   
 
    She took a deep breath and, when that wasn’t enough to clear her mind, she stood up again.  “Jayce, this is all so…confusing.  I think we should keep the sex just during when I’m fertile.”  
 
    He looked at her for a long moment and she could tell that he didn’t agree.  Jessa actually held her breath, waiting for him to say he wanted more.  Praying that he wanted more even though more was too dangerous to contemplate!   
 
    “Okay, so how about this.  Why don’t you let me show you what it could be like, during a time when you can’t get pregnant?  Then you can make the decision based off of full knowledge?”  
 
    She laughed, wanting to roll her eyes, but he looked so sincere.  “You honestly believe you can change years of bad sex?”  
 
    His head tilted slightly.  “You didn’t tell me that you’d had bad sex.  You’ve only admitted that you’ve never climaxed during sex.  Bad sex is different.” 
 
    She crossed her arms over her chest, shifting her weight on her legs.  “I don’t think that there’s much of a difference.” 
 
    He nodded in agreement.  “You have a point.  If you’re not going to have a climax, what’s the point of having sex?” 
 
    “The intimacy of being together, perhaps?” she challenged.   
 
    He winked at her.  “Ah.  That’s the answer a woman gives when she doesn’t know the difference.”  He looked at his watch.  “It’s late.  You’ve been up for a while.”  He stood and walked towards her, taking her hands into his.  “Will you do me a favor?”  
 
    “I can try,” was all she would promise.   
 
    “Think about my suggestion.  And tomorrow morning, when you want to ogle me, why not just come down to your door and ogle me properly?”  
 
    She gasped, remembering this morning.  
 
    And then he pulled away.  “Until tomorrow morning, Jessa,” he walked out her back door.   
 
    Jessa stood there for a long moment, her fingers touching her lips as they tingled in reaction.  Goodness, he was an excellent kisser!   
 
      
 
    Jayce wanted to punch the air as he stood outside in the darkness.  Jessa’s hand lingered on her lips.  When she turned around, moments before she turned off the lights in the room, he saw her smile.  It was a satisfied smile.   
 
    “Oh, you just don’t know yet, do you darlin’?” he said into the darkness.  Jayce waited until she’d locked the back door before he returned to his own house, already making plans.  Because he was ninety-nine percent sure that Jessa was going to eventually agree with him on the plan.  But boy was he having a good time convincing her!  Jayce couldn’t remember the last time he’d been on a woman’s couch and just made out.  The hot and heavy petting was frustrating, but pretty nice!  


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Oz stepped into Jayce’s office and observed his brother silently for a long moment.  Jayce was staring out the window, but Oz doubted that his brother saw the mountains in the distance.   
 
    “What’s going on?” Oz finally demanded, breaking the silence.   
 
    Jayce swung around, taking in his brother in the black cargo pants and black tee-shirt that he wore whenever he was about to hit the obstacle course.  “You heading out to do the course?” he asked.  
 
    “Yeah.  Ryker moved some things around and it’s always interesting to figure out what,” Oz explained, referring to the obstacle course where their third partner and evil genius moved around obstacles and traps, set up hidden powder “bombs”, and basically made everyone’s life hell.  It was great!  “Want to join me?”   
 
    Jayce thought about it for a moment.   
 
    Oz sensed Jayce’s indecision and his concern went up several notches.  Jayce was the laid back, easy going guy of their trio.  He laughed easily and loved life, nothing seeming to bother him.  So now that something obviously was bothering him, Oz couldn’t help but worry.   
 
    Moving deeper into the room, he offered, “Maybe you should take that mission that Carly was going to give to Mick.”  It was a dangerous task about getting intel in a foreign country where the residents were distinctly unfriendly to anyone they hadn’t known for the last one hundred years.   
 
    “I can’t leave,” Jayce replied.  “Mick can handle the mission.  He’s brought back good intel on every mission he’s been sent on.” 
 
    Oz agreed, but it wasn’t like Jayce to turn down a job.  In fact, over the past year, it had been a challenge to get the man to take on more management responsibilities.  He was a damn good leader, both in and out of the office.  But Jayce didn’t like wearing a tie for too long.  It made him antsy.  Like now.  The only solution to Jayce’s twitchy-ness was to go into a situation in which he had to dodge bullets and avoid being killed in various, painful ways.  Jayce loved that kind of thing.  He was like a cat with a hundred lives.  Even Oz wouldn’t put himself into some of the dangerous situations that Jayce had gone into.  And survived.  In fact, the guy came back grinning and laughing after some of those dangerous missions.  
 
    The fact that Jayce was turning down an opportunity to get out into the field, was worrisome.  “What’s going on, Jayce?” Oz asked, moving deeper into the office.  
 
    Jayce glanced at his brother, then back down at the contract in front of him.  “Nothing.  I just can’t go right now.  Besides, Mick has been asking for more responsibility and we both know that he’s damn good at this stuff.” 
 
    Oz crossed his massive arms over his chest.  “Everyone we’ve recruited is damn good at their job, Jayce.  That’s not the point.” 
 
    “So, what is your point?” Jayce snapped, tossing his pen on the desk.  “You and Ryker used to have to pull me back from volunteering for these missions.  So here I am, telling you that I can’t go and you’re irritated?  What the hell do you want?” 
 
    Ryker stepped into the office, his dark eyes concerned as well. 
 
    “Tell Ryker why you are acting like an ass,” Oz ordered.  
 
    Ryker’s dark brows went up.  But he remained silent.   
 
    “I don’t have to tell either of you anything!”  With a huff, he walked over to the private bathroom with a dressing room attached, grabbing a similar pair of dark pants and dark shirt.  “But bring it on!  If you think I’m so antsy, if you think I’ve lost my touch and need to train a bit more, then let’s go!  I’ll meet you out on the course in ten.”  With that, he slammed the door to his dressing room.   
 
    Oz looked at Ryker who stared back at him.  “Something is wrong.”  
 
    Ryker nodded, then turned.  “I’ll meet you out there.”  
 
    Oz sighed, rubbing the back of his neck as he glanced at the door through which Jayce had disappeared.  “Right,” sighed.  “Let’s all avoid the real issue, whatever that might be.” 
 
    With that, he walked out of his office, heading towards the obstacle course.  Not only was the course a good way to train, it also was an excellent way to blow off some steam.  Hopefully, that’s all Jayce needed.   
 
      
 
    Three hours later, the team of ten men and two women headed back to the main building where showers, lockers, and beer were waiting for them.  They’d finished the ten mile obstacle course and only lost one man to a powder bomb.  The man had tripped a hidden wire and was covered in white powder and getting ribbed by the others.  Jayce laughed right along with the others and felt a hundred percent better.   
 
    He knew that Oz and Ryker had watched him during the exercise, but he’d ignored them, focusing on the course.  The exertion and the forced, intense attention had worked.  It had gotten his mind off Jessa.  Damn, he wanted to hold her!  He wanted to rush back to her place and tell her about the course, about the crazy surprises that Ryker had dreamed up, and hear her laugh.  He wanted to lift her into his arms and carry her around because, after a workout like that, he felt on top of the world! And he wanted to share it with Jessa!   
 
    With that goal in mind, he hurried through a shower, ignoring the ribbing from the others, and dressed, rushing back to his place so that he could change into something more comfortable and head over to Jessa’s house for…whatever she was cooking for them tonight.  He didn’t care what it was.  He just wanted to be with her, to talk to her, and laugh with her.  And maybe, just maybe, this was the night she would allow him to make love to her.   
 
    Even if she didn’t, he still wanted to be with her.  


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Jessa looked over the table, wondering if the candles were a bit too much.  Did it look like she was trying?  She was trying, but she didn’t want to look like she was trying.   
 
    Two weeks, she thought.  Two weeks of kissing and holding hands and dinners with Jayce.  They’d been close before, spending just about every evening together out by the water.  But over the past two weeks, they’d eaten dinner together, watched movies, played cards, or taken their wine and beer down to the lake after dinner and talked quietly.  And every night, he’d take her into his arms to kiss her.  Every night, the kiss would get out of control…until he pulled back and asked her if she wanted him to continue.  
 
    Every night, she’d said no.  That she wasn’t ready.   
 
    Tonight though.  Tonight, she’d have a different answer when he asked.  They’d have dinner, have a bit of wine and another beer because Jayce hated wine…and she’d eventually tell him that she was ready.  Maybe not ready to have a baby with him, but ready to have sex.   
 
    Taking a deep breath, she paced the length of her kitchen.  “It’s just sex,” she said to the empty room.  “And if I get pregnant, that will be the end of things.  He won’t go away.  Jayce isn’t like that.  This is just sex in order to have a baby.  Remember that and you’ll come out of this with a beautiful baby, and, hopefully, Jayce will still want to be friends.” 
 
    The idea of Jayce not being with her at the end of this adventure hurt her heart, but she knew that he wasn’t the daddy type.  Whatever he did for a living, and she was fairly sure that it was dangerous and scary, he loved it and needed that kind of exhilaration. Jessa needed to keep that in mind.  He was a good man, a strong and responsible man.  And she was definitely tempted by his suggestion that sex could be enjoyable.   
 
    That was enough.   
 
    “Keep your heart out of this, Jessa-girl!” she told herself as she straightened the candles on the table.  Picking up the beer glass, she looked at it through the light.  Normally, he just drank out of the bottle.  But tonight was special.  She’d brought out her grandmother’s china set, added flowers, crystal glasses and, darn it, Jayce was going to drink out of a beer glass tonight!   
 
    Was she being too fussy?  Probably.  But as Jessa looked around at the scene, she didn’t care.  This was a seduction.  She was going to seduce Jayce.  
 
    Jessa snorted inelegantly.  “Right.  As if I need to do anything other than say ‘boo’.”  But still, she looked around, the effort she’d gone through today helping to relax her and give her something to do other than worry about what would happen.  
 
    “You can always change your mind,” she reminded herself.   
 
    Before she could say anything else, the doorbell rang.  “This is it!” she whispered, her lips and fingers and…well, her whole body felt numb.  Was it like this every time she waited on Jayce to come home?  Possibly.  But it was more pronounced tonight. 
 
    Walking over to the door, she smoothed her hands over the front of her yellow summer dress.  It was short and flirty and she’d slipped on a pair of tan wedge espadrilles to give herself a bit of extra height.  The dress and shoes helped her feel sexy and pretty and she hoped that Jayce approved of her wardrobe choice.   
 
    Pulling the door open, her breath caught in her throat as she took in the sight of Jayce in jeans and a white, collared shirt, unbuttoned at the neck, looking…magnificent!  The white shirt made his skin look darker, sexier.  Swarthier!  Did he seem more relaxed?   
 
    No.  Not really.  But yes, there was something about him that was different tonight.  Or maybe, there was something different about herself.   
 
    “Jessa!” he groaned and stepped through the doorway.  Every night, he pulled her into his arms and kissed her until she melted into his arms.  Tonight though, he stepped into the house and slammed the front door shut, but instead of pulling her into his arms, he stared at her.   
 
    “What does this mean, Jessa?” he asked, using that low, sexy voice that she loved.  A shiver went through her and she wanted to smooth her dress again, but kept her hands at her sides, not wanting to show how nervous she was by fidgeting.   
 
    “Um…dinner is ready if you are hungry.” 
 
      
 
    Jayce’s mind went blank at the sight of her.  The tension he’d banished by going through the obstacle course this afternoon was back, but ten times more intense.  And it was all because of the damn dress! She looked so beautiful!  The yellow dress made her skin look soft and touchable, adding a warmth that he hadn’t noticed before.  It was cut low on top, giving him a slight glimpse of her cleavage and short on the bottom, revealing sexy legs that, until now, had mostly been covered by jeans or those short pants…capris, or whatever women called them now.  The heels lengthened her calf muscles, adding a sleekness to her legs that made his mouth water and she smelled like vanilla.  Or cinnamon?  He wasn’t sure, but he was hooked!  Hell, he’d been hooked since the first moment he’d seen her planting flowers when he’d bought his house next door.   
 
    But now…everything about her dress and her nervousness screamed that she was ready.   
 
    “Are you ready?” he asked, not wanting to assume anything.   
 
    “Ready?  Um…dinner is ready.  I thought we could…” 
 
    He stepped closer, barely an inch away from her and she tilted her head back, revealing her long, sensitive neck.  He knew each of the places on her neck that made her squirm. “Are you ready, Jessa?”  He reached out, touching the floaty material of her summer dress.  “Does this mean what I think it means?”  
 
    Her sexy tongue darted out, wetting her lips.  That full, lower lip that he’d become addicted to over the past couple of weeks.  Damn, he loved her lips!  And now that he’d seen more of them, Jayce knew that he loved her legs too!   
 
    “Yes.  It means that I’m ready,” she breathed, but she backed up a step.  Jayce followed, moving in time with each of her steps.   
 
    “If you’re ready, why are you walking away from me?”  
 
    The wall stopped her retreat and he placed a hand on either side of her head, looking down at her.  He wouldn’t move, not until he understood what she was thinking.  “Talk to me, Jessa.  If you’re still too nervous, then we won’t take this further.” 
 
    She looked up into his eyes and he admired the way the yellow made her chocolate eyes darker.   
 
    “I’m ready, Jayce.  I just…I’m nervous.  Could we take it slowly?”  
 
    Jayce wondered if she’d consider him howling with triumph as a bad thing.  Probably.   
 
    “We’ll take it as slow as you need, honey,” he assured her, and prayed that he could maintain that promise.  Lowering his head, he kissed her softly.  Her lips trembled so he didn’t press her for a deeper kiss.  But he took her hands, lifting them so that her fingers rested on his shoulders.   
 
    “Tell me if I move too fast, Jessa,” he whispered into her ear a moment before he nibbled on her earlobe.  He felt her shiver and smiled, but didn’t stop his ministrations.   
 
    For several, long moments, he stood there kissing her neck and ears, waiting for something.  He wasn’t sure what, but was fairly sure she’d give him a signal when she felt relaxed enough to move on.   
 
    When her fingers slid down from his shoulders to his chest, Jayce knew that she was ready.  And damn, her hands felt really good against his chest!  Slowly, her fingers explored his chest and arms, sliding along his shirt and he wanted to rip the material away so that he could feel her fingers against his skin.  
 
    While she explored his chest, he did a bit of his own exploration.  His hands moved lower, fluttering around along the edge of her pretty sundress.  The edge taunted him, but he didn’t slide his hands under the material.  Instead, he shifted his hands higher, curving around her small waist, then moving higher to cup her breasts.  The movement of his thumb rubbing against her nipples made her gasp, her body tightening and he absorbed the sound into his mouth, deepening the kiss.  His fingers slid back down and he wanted to laugh when she whimpered as his hands shifted to the hem of her dress.  But he was too intent now.  He wanted to see her.  Explore her.  And this dress!  Her legs!  Damn, she was beautiful!   
 
    “Jessa!” he groaned as his hands slid underneath the dress and discovered lace.  He loved lace!   
 
      
 
    Jessa gasped when Jayce pulled away from her.  But that was nothing compared to the shock she felt when he knelt down in front of her, lifting the short hem of her summer dress.  She was intensely glad that she’d bought the new matching panty and bra set.  The pink lace shimmered in the light as his fingers traced along the edge of the lace.   
 
    “I like this,” he groaned.   
 
    He leaned in closer, his hot mouth kissing her right above the small bow several inches underneath her belly button.  Good grief, that felt amazing!  He gently nipped at her skin and she laughed, feeling that nip all the way down deep in her belly.  All of her girly parts were swollen and aching for more.   
 
    Unfortunately, she’d been so hesitant to move forward and Jayce was such a gentleman, he was determined to take this slowly.  This was her fault, she thought.  All her fault!  What would he do if she got down on her knees and rode him? 
 
    She was just about to find out when he stood up and lifted her into his arms, wrapping her legs around his waist.   
 
    “What are you doing?”  
 
    “Speeding up this process,” he told her as he took the stairs, carrying her into her bedroom.   
 
    Jessa laughed, charmed by his eagerness and more turned on than she’d thought possible!   
 
    “I thought you were going to go slowly,” she commented, as he shouldered his way through her bedroom door.   
 
    “Don’t worry about a thing, Jessa,” he urged, as he laid her down on the bed, then stood up, pulling his white shirt up and over his head.  A few buttons snapped off, but he didn’t seem to notice.   
 
    As the material pulled away, revealing his tanned skin, Jessa’s mouth went dry.  She’d seen him shirtless so many times over the past several months, but this…this was different!   
 
    Before she had time to fully appreciate the magnificence of Jayce’s chest and arms, he was back, bracing his arms on either side of her head as he leaned down to kiss her.  This was no tentative kiss though.  This was a deep, soul-drugging, toe curling, mind-shattering kiss that had her wiggling underneath him, digging her nails into his bare shoulders.   
 
    Bare shoulders, oh my!   
 
    Then Jayce lowered his body, pressing his hips between her knees and she held her breath as he pressed all of that magnificence against her body.   
 
    “You feel amazing, Jessa,” he groaned as he nibbled along her throat.   
 
    “You feel great too!” she whispered, her fingers sliding happily against his skin.  “Really good!” 
 
    Another kiss, then he moved his mouth back to her neck, then lower.  Lower still!  Jessa had no idea how he’d gotten the buttons on her summer dress loose, but nor did she care.  Especially when his mouth lowered, covering her nipple, his teeth scraping against the sensitive nub through the layer of lace.   
 
    “Jayce!” she gasped, rolling her hips against his.  But the ache there wasn’t appeased and his mouth wasn’t close enough.  She pulled the strap of her bra down, then tugged at his head, offering her breast with nothing to stop the heat of his mouth to… 
 
    “Jayce!” she gasped, arching her back as he pleasured her nipple.  “More!” she begged.  “Oh, please don’t stop!”  
 
    He stopped!  But only long enough to move over to her other breast and Jessa moaned again as his finger slid underneath the lace of her bra, rubbing back and forth, teasing her body into a fever pitch unlike anything she’d ever experienced before.   
 
    Fortunately, he didn’t stop there.  Moving lower, he kissed and teased her stomach, her hips, kissing her inner thighs and then…! 
 
    Before she could tell him not to go there, his finger slid underneath the lace of her panties and… 
 
    Jessa’s eyes rolled backwards as his fingers teased her most sensitive of places.  She gripped his shoulders, overwhelmed by what he was doing and how good it felt.  Her body tightened as he slid one finger into her heat while his thumb flicked against that nub.  Again and again.  Jessa held her breath, getting closer and closer to that point and then… 
 
    “Jayce!” she screamed, arching her back as the waves of pleasure hit her.  It was almost an unending wave of intense, glorious pleasure and she wondered if she could just live like this, suspended in happiness with Jayce touching her so beautifully. 
 
    But the pleasure decreased and his finger slipped away.  When she opened her eyes, taking a deep breath, she saw Jayce standing beside the bed, stripping off the rest of his clothes.   
 
    “As beautiful as these are,” he said, reaching down to pull her pink lace panties off, “I want them gone.” 
 
    And then he was naked.  She was naked too, but…wow!  Jayce in his full glory was…wow!  His erection jutted out from hips that were strong with muscles and sinew.  The muscles on his arms were tight and shockingly big.   
 
    She almost laughed when he tossed a condom next to her, but he realized what he was doing and shook his head.  “We need to have more conversations before we move to the next level, Jessa,” he said, rolling the condom down over his erection.  
 
    Jessa didn’t have the words to speak, to explain what she was feeling at the moment.  Besides, she was too entranced by his hands, the movement of his fingers as he rolled that protection down.  Jessa realized that she was actually jealous of his hands, wanting to do that task herself.   
 
    “Next time,” he promised, seeing the desire in her eyes.   
 
    Then he came down, bracing himself over her again.   
 
    “Last chance to pull away, Jessa,” he warned, even as he pressed his body against hers.   
 
    “Don’t stop,” she sighed, relaxing into him as his erection pressed into her heat.  Lifting her knees, she held her breath as Jayce pressed in deeper, then pulled out.  With each thrust, he moved deeper into her heat and she wanted all of him, wiggling her hips to take more of him.  “Too slow,” she groaned.   
 
    “You’ll appreciate this soon,” he promised.  
 
    Jessa moaned, loving the way he felt as he filled her up, deeper and deeper.   
 
    That’s when he started to shift his hips.  Her eyes flew open with the new friction and her nails tightened on his shoulders.  
 
    “Jayce?” she gasped.   
 
    “Don’t fight it, Jessa,” he urged, moving his hips again and there…!  He did it again.  And again.  Over and over, he shifted so that his body hit that nub, bringing her closer and closer to that magical point!  Her fingers tightened and her body arched, her hips lifting in time with his thrusts and….that was all it took.  She couldn’t even scream this time as her body shivered with the next release.  She felt Jayce thrust a few more times, then he was with her, groaning as he shifted against her body.   
 
    He collapsed against her, his warm breath heating up her neck and Jessa wanted to smile.  To thank him.  Even just lift her arms to wrap around his neck…anything.  But she was limp.  
 
    Breathing.  Hard, labored breathing was all that she was capable of.  Jessa’s eyes were closed so she only felt Jayce move away from her.  She heard water running in the bathroom, but still couldn’t move.  
 
    “Jessa?” Jayce asked, coming back to the bed, his weight shifting the mattress so that she rolled towards him.  He wrapped his arms around her and she sighed, breathing in the delicious male scent of him.   
 
    “Still hate sex?” he teased, and at that moment, his hand traced along her back.  She looked up at him, unaware of the heat in her eyes.  But Jayce saw it and smiled.  “I’m guessing that would be a complete reversal on your previous position,” he answered himself, then laughed, rolling over so that she was once again underneath him.   
 
    “I think we should try that again, but with a few twists on the original theme.”   
 
    Jessa was just about to tell him that she didn’t think she could handle additional twists.  But then he did something with his hand and…Jessa discovered that she was very much in favor of those additional twists!  


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Jayce walked into the office the following morning, unaware of the spring to his step.   
 
    “Why are you whistling?” Carly demanded, glaring up at him as if he’d just tripped her.   
 
    Jayce laughed at her mutinous expression.  “A better question would be - why are you in a foul mood?” 
 
     “Never mind my mood.  Why are you so happy?” 
 
    He chuckled at her sourness.  “Am I not supposed to be happy?”  
 
    She sighed and shifted on her feet.  “Jayce, you’ve been ready to tear heads off over the past two weeks.  And now you walk into the office smiling and whistling.  What’s goin…” she stopped abruptly and frowned at him.  “You’re….!”   She moved closer, sniffing him before stepping back.  “Aftershave.  You don’t wear aftershave!” 
 
    “How the hell would you know?” he demanded, trying not to reach out and ruffle her hair.  He knew that would rile her and he wasn’t in the mood for a cranky Carly.   
 
    Okay, so she was already cranky but…still.  Cranky Carly could explode into Vindictive Carly and he didn’t want to find himself with a load of paperwork simply because he’d messed up her hair.   
 
    And then he noticed something.  “You changed your hair.”  An excellent change of subject as well as focus, he thought, mentally patting himself on the back.  “It looks nice.”   
 
    When she nervously reached up to touch her hair, his eyes narrowed.  “Why did you change your hair, Carly?” he demanded, his voice lowering as suspicions popped into his head.   
 
    “We’re not talking about me,” she countered.  “We were discussing your oddly good mood.  What gives?”  
 
    He shifted, turning to face her with his hands on his hips, feet braced apart.  “Now we’re talking about your hair.  Why did you change your hair?  You’ve had the same haircut for…well, forever.  Now it’s shorter.  Why’d you cut your hair?”   The shiny locks curled around her jawline, the ends floating just above her shoulders.  What the hell?!   
 
    “Fine!  If you don’t want to tell your favorite sister why you’re in such a good mood, then I’ll just leave you alone.”  She spun around and headed in the opposite direction.   
 
    Turning around, he found Ryker less than a foot away.  “Hey, did you…” 
 
    “She cut her hair ten days ago,” Ryker growled, stepping around Jayce, heading towards the security room.   
 
    Jayce stared after his friend for a long moment, trying to connect the dots.   
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you?” Oz demanded as he hurried down the hallway.  
 
    “Wrong with me?” Jayce replied, completely confused now.  “Did you know that Carly cut her hair?”  
 
    Oz stopped.  “She did?” Then he shook his head.  “It doesn’t matter.  There was a spotting of Thwacker in Morocco.  We’re trying to verify the intel.” 
 
    Jayce instantly shifted gears.  Gone were thoughts about Carly and her sudden change in hairstyle.  He focused on catching this guy who seemed to be impossible to catch.  He was responsible for too many soldier’s deaths over the past two years.  Oz, Ryker, and Jayce had vowed to catch him and bring him in.  There were several other units that were trying as well, and they had promised to share information on the guy.   
 
    As they stepped into the security room, an area that had a wall of monitors and looked like something out of a science fiction movie, another thought occurred to Jayce.  Ten days ago, Ryker had adjusted the obstacle course.  Coincidence?   
 
    Jayce didn’t believe in coincidences.  But figuring out the connections had to wait.  As soon as all three were in the room, one of the monitors lit up, showing General Kemp, the man in charge of the entire military’s elite forces.  General Kemp coordinated the covert operations of each unit and was one of The Solutions Groups’ primary clients.   
 
    “Gentlemen, here is what we know so far,” General Kemp explained.  Ryker, Oz and Jayce knew that the general was briefing several units, providing updated information.  The units were competitive, wanting the victory of bringing in Thwacker themselves.  But they also worked together, understanding that whoever this Thwacker was, he’d done too much damage to too many areas around the world.  
Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Jessa’s fingers flew over the keyboard.  Two weeks!  Good grief, she’d been having sex with Jayce for two weeks!  It was…magical!  Never in her life had she thought that any activity could be so…inspiring.  But as she typed the next scene in her novel, she smiled as the words flew from her fingers.  This novel was shaping up to be one of her best!  And she gave a lot of the credit to Jayce, who inspired her with his touch, helped her feel things that she’d never thought were possible!   
 
    There was also a happy feeling that bubbled up inside of her with the knowledge that he would be here at the end of each day to make love to her.  
 
    At first, she’d worried that she wouldn’t be enough for him.  Jayce was worldly and exciting and buff and gorgeous!  He was funny and smart and all the things she wasn’t.  Jessa knew that she was mousy and shy.  Her introverted nature was perfect for being an author, since she literally spent days without seeing anyone.  But Jayce didn’t seem to be bored with her.  In fact, just the opposite.  Every time they came together lately, their need for each other seemed to increase.   
 
    It was just…magical!   
 
    Two weeks of incredible sex.  She’d never experienced anything like…! 
 
    Two weeks.  
 
    Two weeks?   
 
    Jessa’s fingers froze over the keyboard.  A fraction of a second later, she was scrambling through the neatly stacked papers on her desk, shoving the files of research out of the way as she frantically searched for her calendar.  When she found it, her fingers shook as she flipped to the page for today’s date.   
 
    “No!” she whispered, her finger sliding down the page, then flipping back to…!  “No!” she gasped.  “Oh, please no!”  
 
    Sitting back in her office chair, she let her gaze drift out over the lake.  She would be ovulating this week.  Ovulating.  Which would mean possibly getting pregnant.  She and Jayce had talked, deciding that Jayce would father her baby so they’d stopped using condoms.  No protection!  No protection for almost two weeks!  Any day now, that pesky egg that she’d so desperately wanted to introduce to a happy sperm cell only a month ago, would be dropping down into her uterus and…she had no doubt that Jayce’s outgoing, adventurous sperm was strong enough to reach her introverted, shy, mousy but eager egg.  That would be it.  No more dinners with Jayce.  No more wine on the deck by the lake.  No more conversations, or movies or card games where he let her win because he didn’t think she’d play with him any longer.   
 
    No more making love with him during the long, steamy nights.   
 
    “Damn it!” she snapped, closing her laptop a bit harder than was necessary.  She stalked out of her office and grabbed a glass of water from the kitchen, cursing her luck.   
 
    “Yeah, I know.  This whole thing started because I wanted a child.”  She gulped down the water, thinking about how cute a child of Jayce’s would be.  He was so strong and vital, she could picture him as a kid, climbing trees and chasing bugs or imaginary bad guys.  She could see Jayce in the lake with their kids, teaching them to swim, showing them how to be careful around water.   
 
    “I want more,” she announced to the empty kitchen.  “Just one more month?  Was that too much to ask?”  Surely, she’d get bored with him after another month of sex.  They’d run out of ideas on experimenting.  She’d probably be sore and… 
 
    “Right,” she grumbled and turned away.  “I’m outta here,” she told the silent, empty house and grabbed her purse and car keys.  She’d make something special for dinner tonight.  If this was going to be their last night together, then she was going to make it special!   
 
      
 
    “We have a problem with a team in Laos,” Carly announced.   
 
    Jayce looked up from his computer where he hadn’t really been doing anything anyway.  “What’s wrong?” he asked.   
 
    “There’s been chatter about some insurgents in the area.  And our team’s communication has been sporadic.  They haven’t been checking in regularly.” 
 
    Jayce leaned back in his chair, contemplating the possible solutions.  But one thing kept popping into his mind.  He and Jessa had been intimate for two weeks.  She’d just finished her period when she’d given him the green light, which meant that she should be getting close to that fertile period of the month.   
 
    Yeah, he’d been researching women’s ovulations cycles and knew a hell of a lot more than he’d known before.  As a man who had always been extra careful about preventing pregnancies before, he was pretty shocked at how much he hadn’t known.  He’d gone through life simply using protection with every interaction with the women in his past.  But there was so much that happened during the month in a woman’s body.   
 
    He’d also been researching what would happen when she became pregnant and he was more fascinated by that process than he was about preventing a pregnancy.   
 
    But now, faced with the possibility of not having Jessa in his arms at night, he felt a bit sick to his stomach.  Yes, helping Jessa get pregnant had been the whole point.  But to him, it was so much more.  It was…important.  Jessa was important!  And damn it!  He wasn’t ready to give up that part of their relationship!  Not yet anyway!  He wanted more time!  Jessa was shy and introverted.  She didn’t need men in her life, she was perfectly happy being alone!  But…he wasn’t!  He didn’t want to be alone and he didn’t want to give up being with Jessa!  He loved their evenings together.  Hell, he loved how she opened the door each morning to kiss him goodbye, that shy, gorgeous smile on her face, and the way she bit her lip, as if she wanted to say something, but didn’t want to smile too wide, didn’t want to reveal how happy and satisfied she was.  
 
    And he knew for certain that she was satisfied!  The screams and sighs when he touched her in those dark and sexy ways told him that she was a fully satisfied woman!  And Jayce could admit to himself that he was more satisfied with Jessa than he’d ever been with any other woman he’d ever been with.  And saying that he was satisfied was such an understatement.   
 
    “Earth to Jayce!” Carly called.  “I need help here!  You’re the only genius in the office right now.  Give me guidance.  Should I send out Marcus or Tom?” 
 
    “I’ll go,” he announced, surprising both himself as well as his sister.  Carly’s mouth fell open and she stared for a long moment.  “But…just a few days ago, I suggested that you take on the issue in Lebanon and you said no.  You said that you didn’t want to leave the country for a while.  You said…” 
 
    “Forget what I said, Carly.  I’m saying now that I’ll go,” he told her and stood up, pressing the keys that would lock his computer down.   
 
    Ten minutes later, he pulled into his driveway and parked.  Normally, he wouldn’t take the time to stop at his house when he was flying out on a mission.  Every member of his team carried a go-bag in their car, ready to leave the country at a moment’s notice.   
 
    But he wanted to talk to Jessa.  He’d never explained his job to her, and she deserved that.   
 
    As soon as his car pulled up, she was outside, a worried expression in her pretty brown eyes.  Damn, it felt good that she cared!  He knew it wasn’t love.  They had an agreement…but still, it felt good!  It was also nice to have someone to say goodbye to before leaving.   
 
    “What are you doing here?” Jessa asked, stepping down from the wood porch of her house as she lifted a hand to shield her eyes from the sunshine.   
 
    He stood so his body blocked the sun and he could see her eyes.  “I’m sorry, but I have to go out of town for a bit.”  Was that relief in her eyes?  “I’ll be back very soon and we’ll continue with your mission, okay?”  He bent down to kiss her before she could respond.  He’d meant for it to be just a quick kiss, just a brushing of his lips against her soft mouth.  But he felt her lips shift and a brief caress just wasn’t enough.  He needed more.  So he pulled her into his arms and kissed her until he felt her arms wrap around his neck, relief surging through him that she still wanted him!  Damn, he wanted to carry her into the house and make love to her.  He wanted to strip off her clothes and see what color underwear she’d put on this morning.  He’d discovered that his shy, introverted Jessa was quite the surprise in the underwear department, wearing pieces that were bright and colorful, sexy and sometimes outrageously naughty.  It was awesome!   
 
    Jessa was such an intriguing mixture of surprises!   
 
    When she did that thing with her teeth now, nibbling at his lip that usually made him nuts and want to rip her clothes off, he pulled quickly away.  They were both breathing hard now, but he firmly set her away from him.  Ovulating!  
 
    He felt like a complete asshole for not following through on his promise to help her.  But selfishly, he stepped back, needing more time with her.  Needing so much more damn time!  He just couldn’t risk her getting pregnant this first month.   
 
    One more month with her and he’d fulfill his promise.  Pulling away from her was almost painful, but he stepped back and…went for one more kiss…then turned and headed for his SUV.  A moment later, he pulled out of his driveway and headed for the airfield where the jet was standing by.  
 
      
 
    Jessa watched Jayce drive away, feeling the most intense surge of relief she’d ever experienced.  He wouldn’t be here for the next few days!  Excellent!  Goodness, his business trip couldn’t have come at a better time!   
 
    Turning around, she practically danced back into the house and into her office.  But before she sat down at her desk again, she thought of something and walked right back out, down the hallway.  The big room right next to hers…it was currently filled with storage items, boxes from her parents’ house that she hadn’t unpacked yet, even years later.  She wasn’t even sure what was in the boxes.   
 
    “Probably time to clean them out and throw stuff away,” she said out loud.  But as she looked around, she smiled.  “Perfect for a nursery!”  Because she still wanted to have a baby.  Very badly!  A baby would be…amazing!  And she wasn’t getting any younger.  Jessa had no prospects for a husband…even if Jayce’s face popped into her mind, so this really was the best way to go.  


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    “Seriously, sir, we’ve got this,” Mark said.   
 
    Jayce looked around, trying to find something else to do or fix.  He’d arrived in Laos two days ago and resolved several of the issues the team had been struggling with.  They’d found a servant on the diplomat’s kitchen staff who was the threat and had turned him over to the authorities.  Apparently, the man had been cutting the wires for the communication system, which was why the security team hadn’t been able to complete their daily check-ins.   
 
    Rubbing his hands over his face, he knew that his excursion was at an end.  Even though Jayce would prefer just a few more days away from…okay, Jayce desperately wanted to get back to Jessa, but he wanted his sperm far, far away from Jessa’s fertile egg.  Unfortunately, if he went back now, he knew that he wouldn’t be able to stay away from her.  Even now, thinking about her soft skin and that full, lower lip that she tended to bite whenever she was thinking of something sexy, his body hardened with need.   
 
    She was so damn beautiful! So incredibly sexy!  It wasn’t fair that…what the hell was he saying?  It wasn’t fair that a gorgeous woman wanted to have sex with him?   
 
    The idea sounded crazy, even to his bachelor mind.  But that was the truth.  He wanted Jessa forever.  She didn’t want a man in her life.  She’d proven that over and over again with the men she’d dated, as well as her decision to have a baby all on her own.   
 
    A sperm bank!  He snorted, drawing Mark’s startled gaze.  “Sorry, different issue,” he explained quickly.  
 
    “I’ll call your pilot,” Mark assured him.   
 
    Jayce nodded, restraining himself from taking the man’s cell phone and tossing it into the jungle.  “That would be great,” he said instead of what he really wanted to say.  Which was that he needed to stay away for another couple of days.  Forty-eight hours!  Wasn’t there some crisis in the world he could fix that would take that long? 
 
    When he realized what he was saying, Jayce shook his head.  An hour later, he was on the plane heading home.  Home to Jessa.  He just prayed that she was past that point.   
 
    Next month, he vowed.  Next month, he’d fulfill his promise to her.  But he was sure going to enjoy the next several weeks as they ‘practiced” conceiving a baby!   
 
      
 
    The alarm on her phone jarred Jessa awake.  She shut off the alarm and picked up the thermometer, slipping it under her tongue.  “Temping” or taking her temperature each morning to determine her basal body temperature should tell her if she’d passed the point of no return – or the point when her body was no longer ripe for determined sperm to meet eager egg.  She’d also bought one of those ovulation test kits.  According to that kit, she’d ovulated thirty-six hours ago.  But she checked her temperature again this morning, just in case the kit was wrong.  
 
    When the slight ping announced that her temperature was set, she pulled out the thermometer and checked.  “Bingo!” she laughed and jumped out of bed.  If Jayce came home now, she’d be safe.  Hopefully!  Okay, yes.  She glanced at her charting again, just to be sure.  Yes, she was no longer fertile.  Apparently, there was only one day during the month when the egg was fertile.  And she could have sex two days before that day in order to get pregnant.  
 
    She pulled on running clothes and stretched, feeling good.  Thirty minutes later, she slowed down, checking her pulse as she walked down the short street towards her house, letting her muscles cool down.   
 
    But as she turned the corner on her street, her breath caught when she spotted the black SUV in Jayce’s driveway.  “He’s back!” she gasped and started running again, but instead of a nice, easy jog, she was sprinting down the street.   
 
    There!  Jayce was at her doorway, knocking on her front door and looking concerned.  
 
    “I’m here!” she called out.   
 
    As soon as he saw her, he walked down the steps, a grin on his handsome features.  Jessa realized too late how she must appear, all sweaty and gross, without makeup on and a bit frantic to reach him.  But before she could stop herself, to pull back and appear more casual, he lifted her into his arms and kissed her.  He didn’t stop, kicking the door closed with his foot.  Even then, he carried her right up the stairs and into her bedroom.  “Strip!” he ordered, placing her on her feet.  
 
    Jessa didn’t hesitate.  She pulled her sweaty running clothes off, tossing them onto the floor.  “Just give me a few minutes to…!” 
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” he growled and tossed her bra off to the side.  A moment later, he latched onto her nipple as she gasped and arched into his mouth.   
 
    “Shower!” she gasped, but held his head close, writhing against him.  Her body remembered the pleasure his mouth and hands could give her and was throbbing with the need for release.  And since it had been so long, she was almost there just from him kissing her nipples!   
 
    “If you shower, I’m joining you in there, Jessa!” he told her.  But he lifted her up, tossing her over his shoulder as he carried her into the bathroom.  Jessa laughed so hard, she could barely breathe, playfully pounding his back with her fists.  Even when he flipped her back over and pinned her against the wall of the bathroom, she was still laughing.   
 
    Until he got down on one knee, tossed her leg over his shoulder and… 
 
    “Jayce!” she gasped, her fingers diving into his hair as his mouth latched onto that throbbing nub.  In barely any time at all, she was arching into his mouth as her body throbbed with a climax that literally took her breath away.   
 
    When he stood up again, she could barely catch her breath, her chest heaving with release.  “Welcome home,” she laughed, putting her hands on his broad shoulders to steady herself.   
 
    In response, he took her hand, guiding her fingers to his erection.  He hadn’t bothered to take off his pants, just unzipped and it was there, huge and beautiful in her hands.  She let her fingers slide up and down, her thumb tracing the vein on the outside.  “You’re beautiful,” she whispered, licking her lips as she thought about having him fill her up and make her feel whole again.   
 
    “I want to be inside of you, Jessa!” and he spun her around, pressing her hands against the wall of the bathroom.  One hand held hers in place, while his other hand slid down her back, against her bottom and then along the backs of her thighs.  He spread her legs wider, then that hand moved between her legs, teasing and taunting her.  “Did you miss me?” he asked, gently biting her earlobe.   
 
    “Yes! So much!” she replied with a gasp, pressing her bottom against his groin. 
 
    “How much?”  
 
    “Enough that if you don’t get on with it, I’m going to think you’re a tease, Jayce.” 
 
    He laughed, letting that deep, sexy sound caress her body, ramping up the tension even more.  “Maybe I am.  What would you do if I left you here like this?”  
 
    “I’d run you down, straddle you and have my wicked way with you,” she told him without hesitation.  That was the thing about Jayce.  His sensuality helped her release her inhibitions.  It was just touch and sensation when he was with her.  Total honesty in what she desired.  If she asked him to try something, he was more than willing.  And he gave her the ability to return the favor, fulfilling all of his desires as well.   
 
    “I think I’d like to see that.  But later.  Right now, I don’t think I would get very far.  Not when your perfect ass is right here for me to look at.” 
 
    “Don’t look at my butt, Jayce,” she ordered, but his finger slid into her heat at that moment and she couldn’t speak another word, her body shifting, taking his finger deeper.  “More,” she begged.   
 
    “This?” he asked, taking his finger away and replacing it with his thick erection.   
 
    “Yes!” she sobbed, bending to take him deeper into her body.  She wiggled slightly, causing him to groan as both of his hands held onto her hips, pressing deeper into her.  Deeper still.  She held her breath as he sunk all the way in and froze.   
 
    “Jayce,” she wiggled again. “Don’t make me beg!”  
 
    He laughed, running a hand down her spine.  “I love it when you beg, Jessa.”  But he was already moving, thrusting deeper into her tight sheath.  Over and over, he pressed into her heat, bringing them closer and closer to that wonderful, miraculous point.  When he knew that he couldn’t tease her any longer, he reached around and helped her over the edge.  A moment later, as her inner muscles were tightening around him, he released his control.  The intense pleasure was almost blinding as he held onto her from behind.   
 
    When he could open his eyes again, he pulled her close, hugging her gently while kissing her shoulders and neck.   
 
    She smiled up at him, her arms wrapping around him as she peered over his shoulder at him.  “Welcome back,” she smiled.  Laughing when he nipped again at her shoulder.  “Can I have a shower now?”  
 
    “Yes,” he replied, kissing her softly.  “As long as we can do that again, at a much slower pace after we shower.” 
 
    “We?”  
 
    “Hell yes!  I’ve been on a plane for the past twelve hours.  I need a shower too.”  He reached around her and turned the lever, adjusting the temperature until it was adequately warm.  “Come here, woman,” he growled, sounding all caveman and sexy.   
 
    Jessa laughed, knowing that she shouldn’t find the caveman attitude sexy, but this was Jayce and he was sweet and kind and tough and…well, hers for the moment.   Hers for at least the next thirty days.  


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Thirty-five days later, Jessa stared at the plastic stick, awash in conflicting emotions.  Positive, she thought blankly.  Pregnant.  She was going to have Jayce’s baby!  Wow!  At that thought, her heart leapt so hard, she thought that it might just leap out of her body.  She was pregnant!  A baby!  Wow!  A baby!  How exciting!   
 
    “Jessa?” Jayce called from the other side of the bathroom doorway.   
 
    Right!  He’d been pacing across her bedroom this whole time.   
 
    She reached for the doorknob and paused, taking a deep breath.  He’d wanted to be in here with her while she’d taken the test, but…no.  She just couldn’t pee when he watched.  So she’d banished him to the bedroom and now, she’d give him the news.  If they’d truly been together, this would have been more exciting.  But knowing that she was pregnant, that meant that he’d stop coming over.  He’d stop hanging around.  No more dinners.  No more nights on the dock together.   
 
    No more wine, she thought with a mental chuckle.  
 
    “Jessa, you’re scaring me,” he called through the door.   
 
    She pulled open the door and…he was right there!  A hand braced on either side of the bathroom doorway and all of those yummy muscles flexed as the tension increased between them.   
 
    “Well?” he prompted.  
 
    With a nod and another burst of happiness, she nodded.  “I’m pregnant,” she whispered, still not sure that the idea had fully sunk into her muddled mind.   
 
    His eyes widened, then he whooped, wrapping his arms around her waist as he lifted her into his arms, twirling her around.  “Yes!  Pregnant!”   
 
    He seemed just as thrilled as she was and Jessa laughed, wrapping her arms around his neck as her happiness bubbled over.  When he stopped twirling, lowering her back to the ground, she held her breath as she looked into his eyes.   
 
    “Do you have any idea how beautiful you are?” he asked, pushing her hair out of her eyes as he kissed her.  “I think I should make love to you, very gently, to celebrate!” 
 
    She laughed, smiling as he kissed her again and again.  “I think that is a wonderful idea.”  And with that, he lifted her into his arms and laid her gently down on the bed.  Stripping off her clothes, he kissed her everywhere, not allowing Jessa to touch him as he skimmed his fingers over her body.   When he pulled her jeans off, his mouth lingered on her softly curving stomach.  Looking up the line of her body, he grinned.  “Girl or boy?” he asked, his mouth tickling her slightly.  
 
    “Girl,” she guessed, not really caring one way or the other.   
 
    “Boy,” he argued.  Then his eyes moved back to her stomach, almost as if he were trying to see through the flesh and muscles to the baby nestled in her womb.  At this point in the pregnancy, the baby would only be a cluster of cells embedded in the lining of her uterus, but to her…and obviously to him…this was their child.   
 
    Jessa swallowed, touched by his excitement.  They’d made a baby together.  A baby!   
 
    And then he stood up, stripping off his own clothes before coming back to her.  Pressing himself into her slowly and gently, he shifted in and out, pressing deeper and deeper until she felt as if all was right and perfect with the world.   
 
    “I’m not hurting you, am I?” he asked softly, pulling her closer.  “I don’t want to hurt the baby either.” 
 
    “You won’t,” she replied.  “I’m protecting this baby,” she promised.   
 
    And with that, he began to move again, taking them higher than anything they’d experienced before.  When it was all over, he rolled over onto his back, pulling her close as if to protect her from the world.  


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Jayce walked into the office the next day, feeling as if he’d just conquered the world.  He was gonna be a daddy!  Hell, Jessa was pregnant with his child!  
 
    “Stop it!” Carly snapped, tossing several files on to his desk.   
 
    “Stop what?” he asked, picking up the top file, and opening it, but not really seeing the words.  He was still thinking about Jessa and their baby.   
 
    “Stop being so happy.  It’s annoying.”  With that, Carly stalked out of his office, obviously in a snit.  Jayce watched his sister’s back retreat, but then the thrill of knowing that he was going to be a daddy hit him again and he turned around, grinning at the window.   
 
    Then another thought occurred to him.  Jessa being pregnant meant….were their nights over?  Was she done with him?  That had been the deal!  The only reason they’d taken their relationship to a sexual level was so that she could get pregnant.   
 
    But no!  Hell no!  He wasn’t nearly finished with Jessa yet!  He still had things to show her, different things to…he was going to say “tell her” and “be with her”.  But that might scare her away.  She didn’t want a man in her life.  She wanted a baby.   
 
    That was the deal, but was there any reason to not change the deal?  Picking up his phone, he texted Jessa with a suggestion.   
 
      
 
    Jessa paced back and forth, her fingers tapping a rhythm that she didn’t consciously notice but she was frantic, trying to figure out how to move forward.   
 
    She really should stop lusting for Jayce.  He’d promised only to help her get pregnant.  But she wanted more.  Good grief, she wanted him for the rest of her life, but that was out of the question.  Jayce was an intensely sexual man, she knew.  And he’d never dated one woman for too long.  
 
    Come to think about it, he hadn’t dated anyone for a while.  Even before he’d suggested helping her get pregnant, there hadn’t been a woman around his place for…well, she couldn’t remember the last time there’d been a woman.  Other than his sister.  She, Carly, and two other ladies, Charlotte and Deni, met every couple of weeks to learn how to play poker.  To be honest, the four of them were more interested in talking than truly learning the fine art of poker playing, but none of them cared.  Jessa had grown to respect and appreciate the three, considering them friends now.     
 
    What would she do if Jayce brought other women home?  She’d been in his house, in his kitchen, and in his bed so often over the past two months, it felt like an extension of her own house.  She’d helped him cook and clean and…okay, so she didn’t help him clean.  He had a cleaning crew come through once a week.  But she’d done the dishes with him and made love on the kitchen table and his couch and…oh so many places! The man was very creative!   
 
    She’d have to move, Jessa thought.  There was no way she could live next door to him and see him bring other women home.  She couldn’t picture him doing the same things to other woman that had given her such intense pleasure.   
 
    Yes, that was what she’d do.  Jayce didn’t want to be a part of this baby’s life.  Every time she’d brought it up, he’d referred to the baby as “your baby” or “your child”.  Never “our child”.  In her world, words were everything.  Writing and words and the phrases told a story.  So, in her mind, Jayce continuously distanced himself from this baby.   
 
    Protectively, she covered her stomach with her hands, thinking about Jayce and how he would go on with his life.  He had to stay here.  His work was here.  His company.  She could go anywhere.  She could live anywhere that allowed her to connect with electricity and the internet.  So she should be the one to move.   
 
    But oh, it would be so nice to…. 
 
    Her cell phone buzzed.  The message was from Jayce!  Goodness, just a text message could send her into a tizzy!   
 
    Rereading the message, she laughed, rolling her eyes.  “You’re going to be overwhelmed as a new mother, Jessa.  I think we should continue with our relationship for a bit longer.  I promise to give you something to smile about during those nighttime feedings.” 
 
     “Deal!” she texted back, before she could think better of it.  
 
    With relief, she went back to work, thrilled to know that her love affair with Jayce was not over.  She could still be with him and, at least for now, she wouldn’t have to see Jayce with another woman.  For now, that was good enough.  


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    “Okay, what gives?” Oz demanded, walking into Jayce’s office later that week.   
 
    Jayce looked up at his brother, tossing another file onto the stack that Carly had given him yesterday.  He was plowing through the issues, not complaining about doing the security reviews, which were tasks he normally hated.  In the past, when Carly gave him those files, Jayce pulled them out of his stack and put them in Ryker’s pile.  Of course, Ryker then pulled them out of his stack and gave them to Oz, who would in turn sneak them back to Jayce’s stack.  It was a game that went on and on until the deadline for the reviews came close, at which time, Carly would find the files that had traveled around the office and smack them down on someone’s desk with a look that told each of them not to mess around.   
 
    “Why do you think something is wrong?” 
 
    Oz fisted his hands on his hips.  “Because that’s the third security review you’ve done this week.  Don’t get me wrong.  I love the fast revenue and the clients love it too.  But…Carly is concerned.” 
 
    Jayce laughed at his older brother.  “What’s there to be concerned about?” he asked, taking another file folder from the stack.  He managed to hide his cringe as the file revealed yet another security review.  Why couldn’t these companies figure out how to keep their data and facilities safe?  Of course, The Solutions Group charged a large amount to do these reviews.  And in every case, Jayce could find some pretty significant weaknesses.  But still…he’d love a good crisis or another Thwacker sighting.  
 
    When he thought about what that would mean, he shook his head.  No.  No Thwacker sightings.  Not for a while.  He didn’t want to leave the country right now to hunt down a maniacal bastard who deserved to be put in prison for the rest of his miserable life.  Still, that would be more interesting.  
 
    “You’re doing it again,” Oz growled.   
 
    Jayce looked up.  “Doing what?”  
 
    Ryker stepped into the office, taking up the same pose as Oz.  Both of the men glared at him as if he were on trial for some heinous crime.   
 
    “What?” he snapped again.  “What am I doing wrong?” 
 
    “Smiling.  Stop it,” Ryker ordered.  
 
    Jayce leaned back in his leather chair, chuckling at his friend and brother.  “I didn’t know that smiling was wrong.  I always thought I was a pretty laid back guy.” 
 
    Ryker’s eyes narrowed.  “This is different.” 
 
    Oz nodded.  “What’s going on?  Why are you smiling like that?”  
 
    Jayce laughed, shaking his head.  No way would he mention that Jessa was pregnant.  It was too early in the pregnancy and, despite all of his scientific knowledge about computers and explosives and chemistry and all of the other things that the military taught him, he was still superstitious.  He still held his breath when releasing the final trigger on a bomb, he still trusted his instincts, even when evidence told him something to the contrary.  In every situation, his instincts had proven him right.   
 
    Now, with Jessa in the early stages of her pregnancy, he didn’t want to say anything until after the first trimester, worried that saying anything to anyone might jinx the safety of his baby.  He read, “What to Expect When You are Expecting” every night with Jessa, after making love to her, that is.  Apparently, there were a lot of things that could go wrong during the first trimester.  So nope.  He wasn’t saying a damn thing, no matter what these two dreamed up to torture him.   
 
    “Go away,” he told both of them.  “You’re annoying me.” 
 
    Ryker and Oz both sighed, but Jayce chuckled when they turned to walk out of his office.   
 
    “We should get him out on the course,” Ryker muttered.  “When he’s weak from the stress of my latest improvements, he’ll talk.” 
 
    Oz glanced back at Jayce, shaking his head.  “Jayce won’t bend under the exercise torture.  It only makes him stronger.” 
 
     “Good point,” Ryker replied.   
 
    Jayce ignored them as they continued to come up with various ways to get him to talk as they both walked down the hallway.   
 
    But since they’d broken his concentration, he took a moment to text Jessa.  “You feeling okay?” he asked, knowing that she was struggling with morning sickness lately.  It was only during the morning hours.  He’d brewed a lemon-ginger drink for her a few days ago and she’d said that the ginger really helped.  Maybe he should make her some gingersnap cookies too.  She was throwing up so much that she might be losing weight.  Not healthy for either her or the baby, he thought.  His fingers moved to the keyboard and did a search for recipes.  When he found one for gingersnaps, he printed it out.  Only when he heard the whizzing of his printer did he turned back to the file folder, ready to tackle the review.  
 
    “Hey Jayce, could you…” Carly stopped and picked up the paper from his printer, her eyes skimming over the words moments before she turned her eyes over to him.  “Why in the world do you need a cookie recipe?” she demanded, standing next to his desk.   
 
    Jayce snapped the paper out of her hands.  “I like cooking.” 
 
    She stared at him for a long moment, then shook her head.  “You like cooking.  This is baking.  You hate baking.” 
 
    He leaned back in his chair.  “Did you need something?” he asked, changing the subject.   
 
    Another long stare and Jayce lifted his eyebrows at her, silently prompting her to get down to business.   
 
    “Right.  Well, I need…” she stopped, her head tilting.  “No, I don’t think I’m going to ask you for this.” 
 
    “What is it?” he demanded, curious now.   
 
    “Nope!  You won’t share why you’re in such a good mood.  So I’m keeping this to myself.  You’ll just have to wonder.”  And she walked out of his office.  
 
    Jayce knew her game.  She knew that he was naturally curious.  A few months ago, Jayce would have chased her down and tackled her, grabbing whatever was in her hands to find out what it was.  But now he had Jessa in his life.  She had captured his attention and he was…at peace.  He realized that he didn’t have to know everything that was going on.  He just had to know that Jessa was safe and happy.  


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Five months pregnant!  Jessa rolled over and…ran into Jayce.  He was always close.  So protective and wonderful.  In her second trimester now, she could feel the baby move and, just about every night, they would sit together with his hand on her stomach.  Reading a book or watching a movie…it didn’t matter what was going on, he loved touching her stomach.  And touching her!   
 
    That was a good thing because right now, she was horny!  Good grief, she’d read that this trimester would have this kind of impact on her sexual desires, but wow!  She literally could not get enough of him!  Thankfully, Jayce was more than up to the challenge of keeping her satisfied and he was crazy creative in finding new and comfortable ways to have sex. Her favorite was still with her on top so she could look down at him.  Her stomach wasn’t large enough yet that it was a problem, but Jessa knew that the time was coming.   
 
    Unfortunately, neither of them were talking about that time.  The future had become a forbidden subject.  Jessa wouldn’t bring it up because…well, because she didn’t want him to think she would be asking for too much from him.  She knew that he was only in this to help her out…and for the incredible sex now!  Oh, they were still friends.  Really good friends.  
 
    But she also knew that her feelings had crossed over from friendship to love a long time ago.  Maybe she’d always been in love with him.  The sweet texts he sent to her during the day had only pushed her over the edge into full blown, absolute crazy love for this man who touched her heart in so many ways.  Jayce was…beyond anything she ever could have imagined.  He was amazing and wonderful and…elusive.  The man might be interested in playing daddy right now, but what about when the baby arrived?  What would he do when a diaper needed changing or a late night feeding?  She planned to breast-feed, but what if she couldn’t?  Jayce wouldn’t want to deal with the day to day drudgery of caring for an infant.   
 
    She had to keep reminding herself of that fact.  She had to be prepared when he stepped out of the picture.  He’d more than fulfilled his promise of helping her conceive.   
 
    There was a sort of poignant sadness to her writing lately.  It was so true that a writer’s life seeped into one’s storyline.  If she was happy, the characters were happy.  If she was confused or sad or angry, her characters were as well.  Sometimes it was funny, the way her characters reflected her emotions.  Other times, she had to change scenes during the editing process because the emotions didn’t fit the scene.   
 
    Hopefully, this wasn’t one of those times, she thought as she focused on a chase scene between the villain and the victim.   
 
    Jayce said that he was cooking tonight, so she could work right up until he got home.  Which was…she glanced at her clock….two hours.  Really? Two full hours?  Even so, her heart skipped a beat as excitement started to build inside of her.  She loved the moment when Jayce walked in the door.  He always looked tired, but the moment he saw her, his face lit up and he’d kiss her.  Now that she was showing, he’d then get down on one knee, put a hand on either side of her slightly swelling belly and kiss their baby, maybe say a few words of encouragement, then stand up and kiss her again.   
 
    Every time he did that, she had to fight the urge to ask him if he wanted to be a permanent part of their child’s life.   
 
    When she’d originally conceived of getting pregnant and stopping the stupid dating process, she’d loved the idea of having an anonymous sperm donor.  That would mean that her child was all hers.  She could make all of the decisions and give all of her love to her child.  
 
    But having Jayce in her life over the past several months, seeing how excited he was about their baby, she kept wondering if maybe he wanted to be a part of their baby’s life forever.  
 
    Unfortunately, he’d make a comment like, “You’re going to have a handful with that one when he gets older.”  Or, “You might want to move to a larger city so that your child has more opportunities.” 
 
    Those comments broke her heart.  They were stark reminders that he wasn’t going to be a part of this child’s life.  
 
    Jessa put a protective hand over her stomach, sniffing back the tears that snuck up her.  Why was she crying?  She looked out at the lake, trying to figure out what was going on.  “This isn’t a surprise!” she told herself firmly.  “You’ve known that he would separate from you.  This was only supposed to be a friends, then friends with benefits thing and then back to being friends!” 
 
    Still, she desperately wanted him to reply to one of her statements.  Anything at all.  Something like, “How about if we choose our baby’s name together?”  Oh, she’d love to hear him say, “Just think, soon we’ll be taking this little boy or girl to their first day of kindergarten.  Will I have to hold your hand as well as theirs?” 
 
    Another sniff and she wiped the tear away with the back of her hand.  “You’re going to be fine!” she told her baby, stroking her small bump.  Looking down, she wondered what she’d look like when she got to be huge.  “I need maternity clothes,” she groaned.  “I can’t wear sweatpants forever!”  Her skinny jeans were a fond memory and her leggings weren’t stretchy enough.  The material wasn’t able to stretch over her belly.  “I think we need a treat, little guy, don’t you?” she asked her tummy.   
 
    With a firm nod, she turned around and grabbed her purse and keys.  “Shopping spree time!” she announced.   
 
    The drive from LowPoint to Louisville was only thirty minutes, but was necessary in order to find the bigger stores.  The shops in LowPoint were beautiful, but the whole town seemed to have developed around artists and artisans.  Oh, and foodies!  Goodness, the small restaurants that had sprung up around town to try and compete with Tony Itola’s famous restaurant made the town a mecca for foodies!   
 
    Thankfully, there were only a few stores that sold maternity clothes, even in Louisville, so it wasn’t as if she needed to stroll through lots of shops to find something.  The limited supply of clothing meant that it was this or nothing.  There was always internet shopping, but Jessa loved feeling the clothes and trying them on.  And since this whole maternity clothes thing was new, she wasn’t sure how the clothes would fit her.   
 
    She picked out several maternity pants and tops and two dresses, thinking that it would be nice to dress up just a bit for Jayce.  He always looked so incredibly handsome, even at the end of the work day with that dark scruff along his jawline.  Oh, she loved that dark scruff.  She loved the way it felt when he kissed her.  And he smelled so good, no matter what time of the day.  Not many men could pull that off!  Even after he’d gone through the obstacle course that his company had built through the woods beside his office building, he smelled sweaty and nice.  Odd, she thought, because normally, Jessa didn’t like how a man smelled after a workout.  There was just something about Jayce that…he got to her.  On so many levels!   
 
    When she pulled up to her house later that afternoon, it was to find Jayce pacing back and forth, his cell phone against his ear.  As soon as she drove up, he clicked off his phone and stomped down the wood steps towards her.   
 
    “Jayce?  Is everything okay?”  
 
    He practically yanked the driver’s door off as he opened her car door.  “No!  Everything is not okay!” he growled, pulling her into his arms and hugging her.  Jessa wrapped her arms around his waist, panic bubbling up inside of her. “Jayce, what’s wrong?  What happened?” she whispered, afraid of speaking too loudly for fear that the bad news could somehow be made worse by loud noises.  
 
    “You weren’t here,” he replied, pulling back and resting his forehead against hers.  With his hands on either side of her head, he took a deep breath.  “You weren’t here, Jessa.  You’re always here.  You’re always writing your stories and you weren’t here.” 
 
    He’d panicked because she hadn’t been home?  “I just went shopping, Jayce,” she explained softly, sliding her hands up his chest.  “I can’t fit into my clothes anymore.  I went to get maternity clothes.”  
 
    He closed his eyes and she felt a shudder go through his body.  “Damn it, Jessa!  Just text me when you leave the house.  Please?” he asked.  “I…” he didn’t finish the statement.   
 
    “I will,” she promised, touched by his concern.  “I will text you even if I’m out in the backyard, okay?”  
 
    “Thank you.”  He clenched his teeth for a moment, then shook his head, as if he were trying to shake off the feelings that were overwhelming him. “I have enemies, Jessa.  I need to know where you are.  I’m sorry.  I don’t mean to be possessive or clingy.  I just…I came here to take you out for dinner and you weren’t here.” 
 
    She lifted up onto her toes and kissed him.  “I’m fine, Jayce.  And I’m sorry you worried about me.  I just went to get new clothes.” 
 
    He looked into her car, saw all of the bags and sighed, pulling her close.  “As long as you’re safe, that’s all that matters.” 
 
    Once again, Jessa thought it would be great if he’d said, “you and the baby” are safe.  But again, he wasn’t thinking along those lines.   
 
    Remember the deal, she reminded herself.  He never wanted to actually be a daddy.  


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Jayce stared up at the house, his gut telling him that tonight was the night that Jessa was going to tell him to hit the road, so to speak.  She’d been pulling back over the past few weeks and he had no idea why.  She was eight months pregnant and looking like a goddess!  He loved sitting next to her, holding her, feeling their child kick.  Every moment was a miracle.  Watching her belly grow, seeing her so happy and glowing, he wanted to get down on his knees and propose, tell her that they could make it work.   
 
    But he’d known that Jessa didn’t want a man in her life.  She hadn’t wanted or needed a baby daddy and, from all of the men she’d dated over the time that he’d known her, she’d given up on men.  Why the hell had he thought he’d be different?  Jessa just wasn’t the kind of woman who needed a man in her life!  He’d known that, had tried to give her the space she needed during this pregnancy, while at the same time, enjoying every moment with her that she’d give him.  
 
    It sounded a bit pathetic, now that he thought about it.  He wanted her in his life forever.  He wanted to care for and protect her, love her, and raise this baby together with her.   
 
    And she wanted to live her life unencumbered by a man.   
 
    Damn it!  He wanted her so much.  He loved her with every fiber of his being.  Why the hell hadn’t he remembered that Jessa was different?!  Jessa wasn’t like the women from his past, the women who’d wanted him for his money or his connections.  Hell, he knew that many of them had only wanted him for his body and he wasn’t being vain by saying that.  They’d told him straight out that they’d just wanted a quick roll in bed.  At the time, he’d appreciated their honesty and had taken them up on what they’d had to offer.  
 
    When the front door to her house opened and Jessa stood there with her huge belly and her glowing cheeks, he wanted to tell her to stop, to not speak.  From the expression in her eyes, Jayce knew that this was the end.  She was kicking him to the curb.   
 
    He walked wearily up the stairs, stopping several feet away from her.  “You have no idea how beautiful you are, do you?” he asked.   
 
      
 
    Jessa bit her lip, trying to stop herself from crying.  Again.   
 
    He was so handsome.  So strong and powerful and all she wanted to do was beg him to love her back even just a little.  He was going to break up with her.  She could see it in his eyes and in the reluctant way he came up the stairs.  He didn’t want to be here.  He was bored with her and Jessa didn’t blame him.  She was big and huge and lumbered about the house.  She couldn’t cook any longer and felt guilty that Jayce was doing all of the cooking.  She’d offered to just eat cereal some nights so that he didn’t have to cook.  But each time she’d offered that, tried to give him an out, he’d stop whatever he was doing and look at her with those intense, green eyes.   
 
    He wouldn’t make love to her any longer either!  Oh, she missed the way he used to make her scream and laugh, usually within moments of each other.  But she didn’t blame him for that either.  She was so huge, she couldn’t even see her toes.  Why would he want to make love to a giant blimp of a woman?   
 
    “Let’s talk,” she said and turned, leading the way into the small parlor that was at the front of her house.  It was probably supposed to be an office, but Jessa preferred to work in one of the upstairs bedrooms that looked out onto the lake.   
 
    She could feel him behind her and ached to have him just pull her into his arms and tell her that they could work this out.  But he didn’t do that.  Instead, he sat down on the opposite side of her coffee table.   
 
    Folding her hands together, she stared down at the table, unable to look him in the eye.  “Jayce, when I started this, I told you that I could do this on my own.  I know that you have things that you need to do with your life.  You weren’t expecting to be tied down with a baby.” 
 
    “I’m not complaining,” he told her firmly.   
 
    She smiled and he noticed the sparkle of tears in her eyes.  “I know that you’re not complaining.  You never do.  When you helped put all of the baby’s furniture together, it was fun because you never complained about any of it, even though you were up until midnight, cursing up a blue streak at all of the parts.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I won,” he protested.  “The furniture is all put together and the walls are painted, exactly how you wanted them.  And it looks great!” 
 
    Sighing, she blinked rapidly, not wanting to cry any more.  “You did win.  Jayce, one.  Furniture, zero!” she teased, then hiccupped when the laugh turned to a sob.  “But you need to move on with your life.  I’ve tied you down for too long.  I know that you’re restless.  I know that you haven’t been on a business trip for the past eight months.” 
 
    “I don’t need to go, Jessa,” he assured her.  “I have perfectly trained employees with exceptional abilities.’ 
 
    “Yes, but you loved your job.  Now…it’s more drudgery than fun for you, isn’t it?”  
 
    “I don’t know if I’d use that term.” 
 
    She leaned forward, taking his hands.  “Jayce, I’m releasing you.  I promise that I’ll be fine.”  She rubbed her belly.  “I’ve done everything on my own for too many years.  I’ll be fine in the future too.  And besides, you’re going to be right next door.  So if I need something, I’ll call you.” 
 
    “This is where we go back to being just friends?” he asked.   
 
    She forced her lips into a smile as she nodded.  “I think that would be best, don’t you?” 
 
    She held very still, praying that he’d tell her no.  That it wouldn’t be the best thing to go back to being friends!  She wanted him to tell her that he wanted more.  That he wanted to make thing work and that… 
 
    She was living in a fantasy world.   
 
    “Fine,” he said, but instead of walking out the door, he walked around the coffee table, kneeling down in front of her and taking her hand.  “You have to promise me one thing, Jessa.” 
 
    “What’s that?” she asked, struggling to keep it together.  Jayce didn’t deserve a sobbing, begging female on his hands.  She’d agreed to the terms ahead of time.  She couldn’t renege on the deal now.  She had to let him go.   
 
    “Promise me that you’ll let me know if you need anything.  Anything at all.” 
 
    “I will,” she promised.  “I know where you live.” 
 
    He didn’t laugh.  Instead, he looked at her with those green eyes and Jessa stared at him, memorizing the way his hands felt, the look in his eyes and that stubble along his jawline.  He was so painfully handsome.   
 
    She had to be strong herself.  She had to let him live his own life.   
 
    “Okay then,” he sighed.  “I’ll go.”  He stood up and walked to the front door but, as his hand rested on the knob, he looked back at her.  “Anything, Jessa!  You call me.” 
 
    Jessa nodded, knowing that she wouldn’t be able to speak.  Emotion was choking her now.  Her voice wouldn’t work and so she had to nod her assurance.   
 
    “Good.”  A moment later, he was gone.   
 
    Jessa saw him walk across her lawn, heading to his own house.  It took all of her strength and self-control to keep herself from bursting into tears.  Remembering how he could hear things that normal people shouldn’t be able to hear, she waited and waited.  When she knew that he was in his beautiful Victorian with the door closed, only then did she curl up into a ball, her sobs almost choking her.   
 
      
 
    Jayce stared at the empty house.  Silent.  Cold.  Empty.   
 
    Taking a deep breath, he looked around.  “Fine,” he said to the empty house.  “Done.  Over.  She’s moved on.”  Looking out through the back windows to the lake, he continued to take several deep breaths, trying to calm the rage that simmered in his chest.  When he had himself back under control, he looked around.  “Time to get those cabinets sanded,” he announced.  He didn’t like the silence of his house.  He preferred the laughter and teasing from Jessa at the end of the day.   
 
    “Stop moping around,” he admonished himself.   
 
    And with that, he walked deeper into the house.  Along the way, he grabbed a crystal vase that Jabril had given him about a year ago.  With a powerful arm, he threw the crystal vase against the wall, muttering several curses under his breath as the crystal shattered, spewing shards everywhere.   
 
    His cell phone ringing pulled his attention away from another item that would shatter against that wall.  “What?” he snapped.  
 
    “We’ve got him!” Oz announced.  
 
    Jayce had no idea what his brother was talking about.  The only person he wanted to get was Jessa and she’d just broken up with him.  “You got who?”  
 
    “Thwacker!” Oz replied.   
 
    Jayce didn’t give a damn.  He rubbed a hand over his face and sighed.  “Tell me.” 
 
    Oz detailed the intel they’d received about thirty minutes ago.  It wasn’t just information about where Thwacker had been.  The person the military had captured had information on where Thwacker was going to be.  That was huge!   
 
    “You have contacts over in Malaysia, right?” Oz demanded.  “Don’t you know that guy that has the building on the corner?  That’s only five hundred feet away from the target.”  Oz waited as Jayce tried to get his mind in gear.  Malaysia.  That would take him out of the country and hours away from Jessa.  He didn’t want to go, but as he swung around, looking towards her house, he changed his mind.  “Yeah.  I know the guy.  Not just him, but I know all of the gangs around that corner.  If anything is going down, they’ll tell me.  I beat them at poker every few years.” 
 
    “Good.  Ryker has some contacts and I’ll coordinate with the units that will back us up.” 
 
     “I’ll be there in ten minutes.” 
 
    “Make it five.” 
 
    Jayce ended the call without another word.  Perfect timing, he thought.  Getting away from Jessa would keep him from walking over there and begging her to stay with him.  That was just pathetic.  But he was there.  He was ready to beg.   
 
    Instead, he grabbed his keys and walked out of the house, pressing the buttons that would secure his home for an extended period of time.   
 
      
 
    Jessa watched as Jayce ran out of the house, a look on his handsome features that told her that he was already moving on.  He had a bag in his hands and a determined look in his green eyes, even though she couldn’t see the color from here.   
 
    How many times during their time together had she stood at this window, watching him leave only to have him stop and turn around, look up at her and walk over to her front door, and kiss her until she was aching for him to do more!   
 
    Not this time.  He was gone and she still stood at the window, staring at the dust as it settled against the road as her heart ached to have his arms around her just one more time.   
 
    Jessa walked into the kitchen and poured herself a glass of milk, forcing herself to drink it.  She couldn’t make dinner.  So instead, she walked up the stairs and curled up on her bed, pulling the pillow that Jayce had always used close, needing to smell him.  And then she cried.  Cried for what she could never have, for the dreams of heaven ripped mercilessly out of her grasp.  


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Jayce ignored the sweat trickling down his forehead and back, closing his eyes as he listened.  There!  The sound was barely there but he heard the crunch.  The footsteps were getting closer.  Closer.  It was about one hundred degrees in this closed up, abandoned house.  Add in the famous tropical humidity that was ever-present in Malaysia and it was closer to a hundred and twenty degrees.  But his sources had told him that Thwacker was here.  And Jayce had found evidence of someone hiding out in this rat hole.   
 
    Another footstep.  Breathing.  And something else, something that wasn’t completely definable.  There was an energy that a human body emits, a sensation or…hell, Jayce didn’t know what it was, he just knew that he could sense it.  As the person got closer, and closer, the sensation intensified.   
 
    Opening his eyes, he oriented himself again and…twisted around, slamming into the middle of the person walking through the doorway.  He heard an oomph!  But Jayce didn’t stop.  With another twist, he whirled around and knocked the person sideways.   
 
    There was a little more of a pathetic effort to resist, but Jayce was furious and had enough excess energy that he wasn’t messing around.  Within seconds of the man walking through the doorway, Jayce had him pinned down.  Moments later, the plastic handcuffs were on him.   
 
    Flipping the man over, he ripped off the mask of the man that he and his team had been tracking for the last two years.   
 
    Grabbing the man by the front of his disgusting, sweat stained jacket, he growled, “Why?!”  
 
    That’s when Jayce saw him.  For the first time, the international terrorist that everyone had dubbed Thwacker, because he disappeared into the night after every act of violence.  But…this man looked like he’d been tortured.  Half of this person’s face had been ravaged as if someone had poured acid over him.   
 
    “Because you dogs deserved it!” the man spat furiously.   
 
    Jayce rolled his eyes, irritated by the usual lines.  “Fine.  Be an idiot,” and Jayce pulled the man up to a standing position.  “I got him,” he muttered into his radio.  A moment later, the room swarmed with personnel.  All of them dressed in flak jackets and helmets, armed to the teeth.   
 
    Jayce looked around.  His initial thought was gratitude that the monster they’d been tracking for so long actually looked like a monster.  Many times, the bad guys looked like an ordinary person.  Someone you could pass by on the street and not even notice.   
 
    That’s when it hit him.  The guy they’d been tracking…he traveled easily from one country to another.  If he looked like this, he would have been spotted a long time ago.  Security personnel in various countries and airports would have noticed him.  Prejudices would have been applied, this man questioned more thoroughly.   
 
    He knew.  Jayce wasn’t sure how.  Maybe it was his spidey sense going off or his nose hairs tingling.  But he just knew.   
 
    “Get out!  Everyone out!  The building is going to blow!”  
 
    There was a stunned silence for perhaps one second.  Then all the security personnel, police officers, military personnel and Ryker made a beeline for the exits.  Jayce didn’t stop either.  He tossed the guy with the messed up face over his shoulder and ran.  He was the last one out of the building, but he didn’t stop, running as fast and as far as he could.  It didn’t matter where he went, as long as it was away from that building.   
 
    He’d made it just out of the blast zone when the explosion happened.  One moment, he was running.  The next moment, shards of bricks and concrete were flying past him.  Only by the grace of God did none of those chunks of debris hit him.   
 
    He almost tossed the monster down onto the ground.  He saw another police officer and yelled, “Watch this man!  Don’t let him get away!”  
 
    And then he was running back into the fray.  Ryker right at his heels, both barely able to hear as the ringing in their ears overtook everything.  Oz had been in one of the buildings across the street, supervising the operation.  He fell in step with them, all three looking around.   
 
    “He’s close!” Jayce growled furiously.   
 
    “He would want to see the destruction,” Oz agreed.   
 
    Ryker nodded.  The three of them turned slowly, each of them watching out for suspicious activities, such as someone running down the street with a gun or machete, or something equally out of place.  Or it might be something simpler, perhaps a person standing alone, watching the chaos.   
 
    Ryker saw him first.  “Three o’clock,” he announced, turning so that he was facing the opposite direction.  “Third floor up, two from the left.” 
 
    Jayce turned to face their two o’clock, pretending to look at something else.  Oz did the same, but looking in the opposite direction.  That’s when they spotted him.  It wasn’t a figure, but a movement.  A shadow.  But that was all they needed.  
 
    “Head out,” Oz ordered.  
 
    All three men went in different directions, none of them heading towards the building in question.  They wouldn’t go directly there.  Instead, each of them would circle around and approach from different angles until they converged on the room in question.  Jayce thought to head up to the top of the building and come down from the top, thinking that Thwacker wouldn’t be expecting that.   
 
    With an upper body strength honed by Ryker’s insane obstacle course and years of hardcore weight lifting and training, Jayce hoisted himself up to the drainpipe, then pressing his back against the wall of the adjacent building as his hands and feet braced against the main building, he climbed up to the roof.  Looking around, he found the rooftop entrance and yanked it open, grateful that the lock wasn’t secure.  He knew how to open just about any lock, but that would have taken time.  Time better spent sneaking up on the asshole who had planted a bomb in the marketplace a month ago in Algiers.  The asshole who had tried to blow up twenty police officers, plus Jayce’s brother and his best friend just ten minutes ago.   
 
    No way was this asshole getting away this time.   
 
    Jayce glanced out one of the windows and spotted Ryker sneaking up from the left side.  “I’m in,” he whispered into his microphone. 
 
    “Roger that,” Oz muttered.  
 
    “Going silent,” he said.  
 
    There was no response to that as the two other men slowly moved into position, ready to assist.  Jayce heard someone inside the room in question.  He heard locks snapping.  Lids closing.  Shuffling.  The man was carrying something heavy, dragging it across the room.   
 
    Jayce stood just on the other side of the door and pressed his mic twice, the signal that he was in place.  He heard two clicks, then two more.  Everyone was ready.  Another click from him and…he kicked the door open, the wood splintering away from the hinges.  A tall, thin man spun around, surprise on his soft features as he backed up, holding his arms out in front of him.  “You!” the man spat.   
 
    Jayce didn’t bother to respond.  He simply pulled back and…slammed his fist into the man’s face.  The guy was out cold before he hit the floor.  
 
    Oz and Ryker stepped into the room, and stood over the prone man.   
 
    “That looks more like a man who would do something like this,” Ryker said.   
 
    Oz nodded.  “The guy in the other building was too easy.  Too straightforward.” 
 
    Jayce bent down, snapping plastic ties around this guy’s hands and feet.  “Yeah, too straightforward, but we all almost died in that building.” 
 
    The other two grunted.  They carried the terrorist out of the building, handing him over to the police.  Jayce recognized the look on the officers’ faces.  They were furious.  Their suspect was not going to fare well in jail tonight.  The police in this area didn’t take well to almost being blown up.   
 
      
 
    Jayce rubbed a hand over his face as he boarded the jet three days later.  He would have left sooner, but the police in Malaysia asked for help in tying all of the pieces together.  Oz, Ryker, and Jayce stayed behind, finding additional evidence, financial and physical, that tied their suspect to the bombing, plus others in the past.  All of which ensured that they had the right man.  No point in jailing someone only to find that the real perpetrator was still out and about, wreaking havoc on the world.   
 
    “Take us home, Jimmy,” Oz said to their pilot as he clapped the man on the back.  
 
    “We’ll have a tailwind,” Jimmy announced.  “Should be an easy flight.” 
 
    Jayce moved to the back of the plane, thinking that nothing had been easy lately.  Because he knew that he didn’t have Jessa to come home to.  Jessa.  Just thinking her name made his body ache to talk to her.  Hold her.  Laugh with her.  He wanted to hear about her book.  He wanted to feel their child in her belly.   
 
    Oz and Ryker sat down across from Jayce, identically expectant looks on their faces.   
 
    “What?” he snapped, not wanting to hear anything his brother or friend had to say.  He wanted to be alone.  Alone to wallow in his misery because Jessa was too damn independent.   
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    Jayce rolled his eyes and stretched his legs out.  He loved having a set of private jets.  It made air travel a hell of a lot more comfortable and convenient.   
 
    “First, you guys were irritated that I was smiling.  Now that I’m no longer smiling, you’re angry about that.  Make up your minds.” 
 
    Oz glanced at Ryker, then back at Jayce.  “Just talk to us.  Your mood the past few days has been beyond angry.” 
 
    Ryker leaned his elbows on the teak table.  “You look…defeated.” 
 
    Jayce stared out the window, but there wasn’t much to see.  It was night time and, even if it wasn’t, there’d be a layer of clouds underneath the plane.   
 
    “I did something stupid,” he admitted.   
 
    “Yeah, well, that’s a given,” Oz commented, causing Ryker to chuckle.   
 
    Jayce gave his brother an evil look, then turned back to look out the dark window.  “I fell in love with the wrong woman.” 
 
    Oz was silent.  So was Ryker.   He looked at them and knew that they understood.  Maybe they’d even figured that part out.  “She’s about to have a baby.”  There!  That startled them.  “My baby.”  He shook his head. “Our baby.  She’s about to have our baby.” 
 
    “When is the baby due?”  
 
    Jayce checked his watch, and did some mental calculations.  “In about ten days,” he said.  
 
    “Wow!” Oz exclaimed.  “Are you seriously telling me that you’re about to be a dad in less than two weeks and you’re just telling us now?”  
 
    Ryker didn’t say anything.  He simply leaned over the table and punched Jayce in the arm.  Hard!   
 
    Jayce didn’t argue.  He should have told them.  Oz was his brother and Ryker was like a brother.  They were his family.  Plus Carly. And Charlotte now.  And Bethany, his little niece.  “How’s Bethany doing?” Jayce asked, referring to Oz’s six month old daughter.   
 
    Oz’s face transformed.  Gone was the anger and shock, replaced by absolute adoration.  “She’s doing great.  Charlotte sent me pictures and videos every day so I didn’t miss anything.” 
 
    Jayce smiled, remembering the adorable pictures that Charlotte had sent him over the past few days.  He hadn’t heard a peep from Jessa.  Not a word or update or anything.  Of course, he hadn’t sent her any messages either.  But not because he hadn’t been thinking about her.  They never texted or called when on a mission.  Too dangerous.   
 
    But she could have texted him!   
 
    Sighing, he rubbed a hand over his hair.  “Jessa is independent.  She’d decided to go to a sperm clinic and get pregnant there.  But…I convinced her to let me help her.” 
 
    There was a stunned silence as they absorbed this.   
 
    “So…you’re the father of her child, but you don’t want to be?” Ryker voiced the question both men were thinking.   
 
    “Hell no!  I mean,” he shook his head and rubbed his face in frustration at the whole mess.  “Yes!  I’m the father.  And I’ve loved watching Jessa’s pregnancy, being with her.  Hell, looking back, I think I was in love with her since the first day I moved into my place and saw her planting flowers in her front yard.”  
 
    “She’s your neighbor,” Ryker stated, not asking.  The man was good at putting the pieces of a puzzle together.  “And you helped her get pregnant.” 
 
    Oz sat back, understanding dawning in his eyes.  “Now you think she wants to raise your child by herself.”  Oz was trying not to laugh.  And failing.  “Damn, you messed up big time!” 
 
    Ryker didn’t laugh.  He looked over at Jayce with concern.  “Why do you think that she wants to raise this child alone?”  
 
    “Because every time we discussed the baby, I’d say ‘yours’ and she never corrected me.  She never asked me if I wanted to be a part of our child’s life.” 
 
    The flight attendant, Melanie, an efficient brunette who was madly in love with their pilot, Jimmy, brought drinks for them.  “Jayce, you messed up, honey,” she explained with a gentle smile as she put the crystal glass filled with scotch by his elbow.  “I don’t know this woman, but I know my gender.  And every time you said that, you were distancing yourself from your child in her mind.  So she heard you loud and clear.” 
 
    Jayce stared at Melanie, shocked at her interpretation.  “She…?” 
 
    Melanie nodded.  “Women don’t want to trap men.  They want men to want them.  So if you constantly told her that the baby wasn’t yours, and that’s what you were doing, by the way, then you were telling her that you didn’t want to be a part of your child’s life.  With her.”   
 
    With that, Melanie headed into the kitchen to finish making their dinner.   
 
    Meanwhile, Ryker and Oz watched with amusement as Jayce absorbed Melanie’s words.  “Holy…!” he muttered, rubbing his hand over his face, hair, and neck.  “Do you think…?” he asked.   
 
    “Yeah.  Sounds pretty straightforward to me,” Oz agreed with a shrug.  
 
    Ryker nodded.  “You’ve gotten a translation from the mysterious gender.  If Melanie says it, then it must be so.”  
 
    The men heard a snort from the galley and smiled.   
 
    Jayce sat up a bit straighter.  “So…she’s been waiting for me to say something all this time.  But she dated a bunch of losers!  She told me that she didn’t want to have anything to do with men!” 
 
    Melanie huffed again, then stuck her head out of the kitchen.  “She didn’t want to have anything to do with other men, Jayce!” she explained as if he were a two year old.  “But I’d bet a lot of money that she wanted to have everything to do with you!”  She went back to the kitchen only to appear a moment later with three plates balanced on her arms.  She set them down in front of the guys as she explained.  “Women want to get married, Jayce.  She might have told you she didn’t. But we’re hard wired by the past several thousand years to instinctively want our offspring to survive.  We might want equal rights and equal pay, don’t even think that we don’t!  But yeah, we want a man who is strong enough and big enough to protect us…and if he’s a sweet, kind, caring jerk like you,” she said, and paused to punch the same spot that Ryker had, “then she’s all in and is waiting for you to give her some indication that you’re interested.  And it sounds like she gave you plenty of opportunities and you blew it.”   
 
    She started to walk away from them and Oz called back, “Aren’t you going to eat with us?”  
 
    She laughed.  “Not when Jimmy is flying!  When Dan is?  I’m with you guys.  He’s too quiet and boring.  Sorry, big guys, but I’d rather be with my husband.”  And with that, she took two more plates and walked through to the cockpit.   
 
    Oz and Ryker dug into the steaks that Melanie had brought to them, snorting at Jayce’s predicament.  “Fine!” Jayce snapped.  “I’ll talk to her as soon as we get back.” 
 
    “Good.  And please, let us know what happens.”  Oz grinned.  “If I’m going to be an uncle, I’d really like to know about it.” 
 
    Ryker nodded.  “As your child’s godfather,” he said, ignoring Oz’s grunt of agreement, “I need to get things in place.” 
 
    Jayce laughed, feeling lighter already.  Hope surged through him and he wanted the plane to fly faster.  He needed to get back to Jessa.  He needed to ask her if Melanie was right.  Damn, had he missed the mark completely?  He certainly hoped so!


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Jessa shifted in the uncomfortable chair, cursing the stupid person who had decided that pregnant women would be comfortable in chairs like this!  She was sitting in her obstetrician’s waiting room, dreading her turn with the doctor.  She was thirty-eight weeks pregnant and she was finished with this whole pregnancy thing!  She was huge and she was sick of hurting because Jayce wasn’t around anymore.   
 
    Suddenly, there was a hum of appreciative female voices.  Jessa ignored the murmurs, focusing on the three year old magazine in her hands.  The extremely large shadow was her next clue.  Looking up, she saw Jayce standing in front of her, anger and frustration on his handsome features and making her heart throb with love for the gentle giant.   
 
    “Jessa, I want to be involved!” he announced, hands fisted on his hips and his feet spread wide, as if he were ready to confront the enemy instead of standing amidst an admiring group of ladies in various stages of pregnancy.   
 
    “Um…,” she looked up at him, then around at the other ladies.  
 
    A woman who looked to be about to give birth to three babies lifted her hand.  “If she doesn’t want to be involved with you, I’ll take over!”  
 
    There was a smattering of giggles from the other ladies, but several of them lifted their hands as well.   
 
    The normally easy going Jayce didn’t even smile, his frustrated gaze skimming over the ladies, then up at the ceiling.  “That didn’t come out right,” he sighed.   
 
    Another pregnant woman chuckled.  “Honey, the whole point of this room is to make sure that ‘it’ comes out right.  So try again.” 
 
    Jayce looked over at the lady, who only smiled back at him innocently while all of the others in the room laughed with delight.   
 
    “Jayce, this is…” Jessa started to say.   
 
    Jayce lifted his hand, stalling her words for the moment.  “Jessa, I want to be involved!  Not just with this baby, but with you.” 
 
    “But Jayce, I thought we discussed…” 
 
    “Forget what we talked about at the beginning of this whole thing,” he interrupted, his hand sweeping over the general area of her stomach where their baby thrived inside of her.  “I’m excited, thrilled, AMAZED about this baby.  But…” another hand brushed over his short hair, then he bent down on one knee.  “Jessa, I love sitting out by the water and talking to you every day.”  A few sighs from the ladies closest.  “I love talking with you, hearing about your stories.  I love the shy way you look at me when you want me to touch you.  I love the way you kiss me as if you’re surprised by the shock of what we’re experiencing every single time we kiss.  I love…” he lowered his voice and took her hand in his, “I love being with you.  I want to wake up with you every single day of my life.  I want to raise this child together.  Hell, I want more kids with you!”  
 
    Jessa trembled with hope and fear.  “But Jayce, you said that…well, you said that you weren’t daddy material.  That you’re at your best from a distance.” 
 
    “I was only saying that to keep you from running away from me.  I’m sorry, honey.  I’m so sorry that I didn’t have the courage to just come out and say how I felt from the beginning.  But Jessa, do you honestly believe that I could walk away from you now?” 
 
    She opened her mouth to say yes, but the word caught in her throat.  She was unaware of the tear that slipped from the corner of her eye.  “No.  You’re a good man.” 
 
    “Just good?” he teased.   
 
    Jessa couldn’t stop the laugh that hit her.  “Okay, you’re extraordinary,” she admitted.  
 
    “Better, but not good enough.  I want it all, Jessa.  I want you.  I want this baby.  I want a future with both of you, and not one from a distance.  I shouldn’t have lied, but I didn’t want to scare you away.” 
 
    “Why would I be scared away by something so sweet?”  
 
    He shrugged, moving closer.  “I watched you date those other men.  But you never seemed interested in any of them.  You’d come talk to me after all of your dates, we’d laugh about their stupidity and we’d change the subject.  When I finally got the chance to kiss you, I never wanted to stop, Jessa.  So I figured out how to get close, how to give you what you wanted, and hoped that it would be enough for me.”  He shook his head.  “It wasn’t.  I don’t think I can ever get enough of you.”  
 
    More oohs and ahhs, but Jessa only had eyes and ears for Jayce.  She lowered her voice, her nervousness taking on shocking proportions now.  “The reason I didn’t go home with any of those other men,” she cleared her throat and looked down at their clasped hands, “was because they weren’t you, Jayce.”  She licked her lips, her lashes fluttering slightly.  “The men were…meh, compared to you.” 
 
    When she lifted her lashes and looked at him, she saw the heat in his eyes.  “I’m not meh?”  
 
    She leaned forward, her forehead touching his.  “You’re definitely not ‘meh’,” she admitted.   
 
    His grin was back and she loved it.  She loved him!  “What am I then?”  
 
    “Wow!” she whispered, unaware that she was doing that shy-smile thing.   
 
    He chuckled.  “You’re pretty wow too.”  His fingers tightened on hers as he looked into her brown eyes.  “Will you marry me, Jessa?” he asked, sincerity glowing in his eyes.  “Will you spend the rest of your life with me?”  
 
    The tears were pouring down her cheeks now.  But she reached out to touch his cheek.  “Do you mean it, Jayce?  Do you want to try and make this work?  I love you, but I don’t want to trap you.  I love you too much to do that.” 
 
    He shook his head.  “I don’t want to try, Jessa.  I want to do.  Trying means that we can cop out if things get too tough.  I don’t want any cop outs.  I want it all.  I want all of you, every day for the rest of my life!  I love you too, and I have for so long, but I didn’t realize what that feeling was.  But now that I know, I can’t stop the feeling.  Every time I see you, every time I hold you, that feeling gets stronger.  Knowing you, being with you, makes me love you more every day.”  His hand moved over her stomach.  “I love our baby too.  I know that I can’t feel what you are experiencing, Jessa.  But I love our baby, I love you, and I want us to be a real family.” 
 
    “Yes!” she replied, then threw herself into his arms.  Jayce caught her, lifting her up so that he could wrap his arms around her, holding her close.  He laughed when the applause erupted.  Looking around, even the nurses and doctors had come into the waiting room. Jessa giggled as she buried her face against the warmth of his neck.   
 
    Jayce held her tight, laughing at the applause.   
 
    “I love you,” he whispered into her ear.  Jessa lifted her face up to look at him.   
 
    “I love you too,” she replied, smiling with happiness.  “Goodness, it feels wonderful to finally say that!” 
 
    “I love hearing it,” he told her.  


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue  
 
      
 
    “You need to go!” Jayce announced, his hand moving over her stomach.   
 
    Jessa groaned, shifting in the bed.  “It’s not time.  I’m a first time mother and these are just Braxton Hicks contractions.”  But she didn’t feel fine.  She couldn’t get comfortable and wanted to…she wasn’t sure what she wanted to do, other than have this baby!  She was hot and uncomfortable, even though it was cold outside.  She wanted to…walk, dance, do anything!  She was tired of being pregnant and eager to meet their baby!   
 
    Just then, another wave of pain poured over her belly and she bit her lip, trying to stifle the groan of pain.  But this one was too intense and she couldn’t swallow the sound.   
 
    “That’s it!” Jayce announced, standing up.  He grabbed a pair of jeans and sweater, pulling them on as he glared at her.  “You’re going to the hospital.  If you’re not in labor, then we’ll come back.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be a nervous mother!  I don’t want to go to the hospital only to have them pat me on the shoulder and tell me that it’s not time,” she told him for about the one hundredth time.   
 
    “Fine!  You can tell the hospital staff that you’re not in labor and that I am just a nervous father.  But we’re going!” and he grabbed her sneakers, and shoved them onto her feet before picking her up, blanket and all.   
 
    “Jayce!  I need to get dressed!” she exclaimed.   
 
    He continued out the door, shouldering his way through the house.  “You could have gotten dressed an hour ago when I first mentioned the hospital.  But you were stubborn.  I’m not risking it, Jessa.” 
 
    She laughed.  “You know I love it when you get all he-man like this, but…” 
 
    “Jessa, if you don’t stop that, I’m going to paddle your adorable butt.  You know that you are too uncomfortable to follow through on the sexy talk.” 
 
    “Says you,” she grumbled, but then another pain hit her and she grabbed her belly, almost doubling over as the pains ripped through her.  And doubling over when someone was carrying her wasn’t an easy thing.  When the pain eased up slightly and she could open her eyes, she realized that she was sitting in the passenger seat of his SUV and Jayce was kneeling on the cold, concrete driveway, his eyes worried.   
 
    “Okay?” he asked softly, his strong hands holding hers gently.   
 
    “I’m fine,” she whispered, lying through her teeth.   
 
    “I thought we weren’t going to lie to each other anymore,” he gently, carefully, settled her in the car seat more completely and reached around to strap on the seatbelt.   
 
    “Okay, I’m not fine,” she admitted with a gasp.   
 
    He closed the door and raced around to the driver’s side.  “I’m calling Emerson,” he said, pressing the button that would open the garage door.  But as soon as he started to back out of the garage, Jayce saw the police car behind him.  One of the deputies stepped out of the vehicle as Jayce rolled down his window.  It was Mark, Emerson’s deputy, who was on duty this morning.   
 
    “Is it time?” he called out.   
 
    “Yeah.  Her contractions are coming pretty quickly now,” Jayce called back.   
 
    Mark was already moving back to his vehicle.  “Follow me!  I’ll clear the way to the hospital.”  With that, his lights flashed on, but he didn’t turn on the siren.  At this time of the morning, there was no need because the streets of LowPoint were silent, the residents still sleeping.   
 
    Jayce pulled out of the garage and followed the sheriff’s car, grumbling at the relatively safe speed of only ten miles over the speed limit as they drove the thirty minutes into Louisville.  The staff at the hospital had been warned of their arrival and Jayce just had to pull into the emergency room entrance where people were waiting with a wheelchair.  Mark was by his side.  “Go in with Jessa.  I’ll park your car for you and bring you the keys.” 
 
    Jayce leapt out of his SUV to follow Jessa into the delivery room, completely trusting Mark with his SUV.   
 
    “How far apart are your contractions?” the nurse asked as an orderly pushed Jessa to the delivery room.  
 
    “I don’t think these are contractions,” Jessa said.   
 
    Jayce took her hand, trying to share his strength with her.  “She thinks they are just Braxton-Hicks and she’s being a nervous, first-time mom.” 
 
    The nurse laughed.  “I think you’re in the real deal, Jessa.”   
 
    Mark had obviously called her obstetrician as well, since the woman walked into the delivery room.  “Sounds like someone is about to have a baby!” the good doctor smiled, entirely too perky and awake for this time of the morning.   
 
    “I just…” Jessa was startled when a nurse offered to help her get into the hospital robe.  “No, I just…” 
 
    Jayce stepped in at that moment.  “I’ll help her,” he announced and stepped closer.  “Honey, you’re going to have our baby now.” 
 
    She shook her head, eyes wide.  “Jayce, I’m not ready for this.”   
 
    He lifted her nightgown over her head and grabbed the ugly hospital gown.  As soon as he’d tied the laces in the back, he picked her up and carefully set her down on the delivery table.  As the nurses helped her get into position, he looked into her eyes. “I know that you’re scared, but I’m here.  I’m going to be right here the whole time, honey.” 
 
    She looked up into his eyes, felt is fingers curl around her hand and…with a nod, she took a breath.  “Okay.  But don’t go anywhere, okay?  Just stay here.  I can do this if you’re here.” 
 
    “Right by your side, love,” he assured her.   
 
    The next contraction stole her words, but her fingers squeezed his as she breathed through the pain.   
 
    “Wow!” the doctor exclaimed.  “Jessa, you’re already seven centimeters dilated!  How long have you been experiencing contractions?”  
 
    Jessa looked up at Jayce, and gulped at the anger on his face.  “Well, I don’t really know.” 
 
    “Jessa,” he growled warningly.   
 
    “Okay!” she snapped, then another contraction hit her and she writhed with the pain.  By this point, she knew that it would peak soon but…okay, this one was taking a bit longer!  Breathing, she squeezed Jayce’s hand, looking up into his eyes that were still angry.  With her.   
 
    When the contraction finally ended, she leaned back against the delivery bed, trying to catch her breath.   
 
    “How long, Jessa?” he demanded.   
 
    She laughed, shaking her head.  “You’re like a pit bull sometimes, honey.” 
 
    “Flattery won’t distract me this time.” 
 
    The nurses and doctor chuckled.  “I think that was an insult,” one of the nurses murmured.  Jessa nodded, rolling her eyes.  Unfortunately, the next contraction started.   
 
    “How long, Jessa?”  
 
    “A while!” she yelled as the contraction strengthened, peaked, then eased up.  “A while.  But I really did think they were false labor, honey.” 
 
    “You should have told me.  We’re in this together.  We agreed to that.” 
 
    “I know.  But…” another contraction, and this one was worse.  “I just…I didn’t want to worry you over nothing!  You get so wound up when I am hurt.  I don’t want you worrying!”  
 
    Jessa shrieked all of this and Jayce felt like an absolute heel.  She was right.  Even Carly had mentioned that he tended to overreact whenever Jessa was hurt in any way.  But…hell, that’s what he was here for!  He wanted to help her!   
 
    Jayce knew that now was not the time to discuss it.  Later, when she wasn’t in so much pain, he’d…Hell, he couldn’t think of anything at the moment, his heart and gut felt as if they were splitting open because his Jessa was in pain.   
 
    For the next several hours, he helped her as much as he could.  When her water broke, everyone seemed to move into warp speed.  “Okay, Jessa, I can see the head.  You’re going to push now.” 
 
    Jessa screamed, even though the doctor had numbed the area “down there”.  He couldn’t think of it as the place he loved so much right now.   “Honey, you can do it,” he urged, as she strained.  A few more pushes, screams and tingling fingers and…a baby slipped into the arms of the doctor.   
 
    “It’s a boy!” the doctor grinned.   
 
    A moment later, Jayce just…crumpled.  Fainted.   
 
      
 
    Jessa looked at her husband on the floor of the delivery room.  “Jayce?” she asked weakly.   
 
    Several nurses rushed over to help him.  
 
    “Wait!” Jessa called.  The nurses froze, looking at her curiously.  “I’m sorry, but could someone snap a picture of him like that?  Please?”  
 
    The nurses stared for a long, stunned moment, then they laughed.  Quickly, a nurse pulled her cell phone out and snapped a picture, then revived Jayce.   
 
    When Jayce stood up, three nurses stood by, ready to steady him, one of them leading him over to a chair while another brought him some juice.   
 
    “Just sit down for a few minutes,” the third nurse coddled.   
 
    Jessa smiled even though she could barely lift her head.  “You okay, big guy?” she asked, reaching out.  Jayce grabbed her fingers, holding them with surprising strength for a man who had just been lifted off of the floor after a dead faint.   
 
    “I’m fine.  What happened?”  
 
    “You passed out,” she informed him with a grin.   
 
    Jayce stared at her, his stomach sinking.  “I didn’t.” 
 
    She giggled.  “You did.” 
 
    The nurse who had taken his picture tapped her phone.  “Where should I send the photo?”  
 
    Jessa laughed as she gave the woman her e-mail address.  “Thank you so much.”  
 
    The nurse winked at Jessa as she sent the message.  “My pleasure.” 
 
    “You didn’t!” Jayce growled.  
 
    Jessa’s melodic laughter soothed his soul.  “I did.  Did you hear that we have a baby boy?” she asked.   
 
    Jayce’s mind blanked as he turned to watch as one of the nurses brought the baby to Jessa.  Standing, he walked to her, putting his arm along the back of the delivery bed.  The nurses and doctors were still rushing around, doing whatever it was that they did after a delivery.  But Jayce had eyes only for Jessa and the impossibly small infant in her arms.  “He’s beautiful,” Jayce whispered, emotions closing his throat.  Bending down, he kissed her forehead.  “You’re beautiful.” 
 
    Jessa knew that he was lying, but she smiled up at him anyway.  “I love you too.”  
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    Over the hill and through the hoops… 
 
    Not exactly how the holiday song goes, but Carly couldn’t seem to get it out of her head.   
 
     Carly pushed herself harder, ignoring the scratch on the palm of her hand.  It stung, but the pain helped in an odd way.  “Harder!” she whispered to herself as she jumped over a log that she’d only seen at the last moment.  Carly stumbled, but quickly regained her balance.  She paused for a moment, frowning at the scratch on her hand, then back at the log, glaring at the obnoxious thing.  “Okay, unexpected but…”  
 
    She turned and eyed the next obstacle.  Her determination wobbled slightly, but Carly wasn’t giving in.  Heights.  Darn it, she really hated heights!   
 
    Carly considered walking around this one.  Glancing towards the next obstacle, then the next and…well, beyond those two, she couldn’t see the next one since it was hidden in the trees. If she walked around one, why couldn’t she walk around all of them?  
 
    “I’m not giving in!” she muttered, squelching the thought.  So, Carly climbed the rope ladder and hooked on her tether, the safety precaution that she knew Ryker had installed to ensure that anyone falling off wouldn’t hit the ground and break anything.  Or necks.  Was a neck a bone?  No, it was a series of bones, she told herself.   
 
    “No broken necks,” she said with absolute determination as she looked out in front of her.  “I can do this!”  But staring at the logs that had been hung from the trees, Carly wasn’t so sure.  It wasn’t just one log, but a huge log that had been cut into several pieces, each piece hung by two ropes.  That meant that each section moved separately!   
 
    “Ryker, you must have a demented mind if you think this kind of thing is fun!” she muttered to herself.   
 
    Thankfully, there was a rope along both sides of the obstacle so she could hold on and, hopefully, maintain her balance.  But as she stepped out onto the first log section, the stupid thing swayed dramatically and she pulled back.   
 
    Looking out at the woods, she took a moment to catch her breath.  That last part of the obstacle course had been about a two mile run, so her heart pounded in her chest.  Probably part of the psychotic test that Ryker had developed.  A calm heart rate made it easier to navigate these insane obstacles.  A rapid heartrate…not so easy.   
 
    She inched to the edge of the platform and glared at the stupid logs swaying in the gentle breeze.  Were they taunting her?  Were they laughing at her?   
 
    “Not today!” she growled, gripping the rope tightly.   
 
    “Calm your breathing, Carly!” a deep voice called from the ground behind her.  
 
    Carly’s foot had just touched the log again but with the familiar voice, she jerked back and looked down.  Sure enough, Ryker Thune was there, right underneath her, his sexy arms flexed underneath that tight, black shirt and…wow, the man looked amazing!  Did he have any body fat on him?  Carly doubted it.   
 
    “Just calm your breathing and your heartrate will slow down.” 
 
    “Right,” she muttered.  With Ryker around, her heart wouldn’t slow down.  In fact, just the opposite.  With him watching, she could feel her body tense, her heart accelerate, and all she wanted to do was shimmy down the ladder and throw herself into his arms.  Or maybe jump down, right into his arms.  Maybe she could get halfway across and just…fall, right into his arms!   
 
    Hmm….all of her options involved those arms.  Good plan!   
 
    No!  Bad plan!  Ryker was the best friend of not just one of her overly protective brothers, but both of them.  And since the oh-so-steaming-hot Ryker was also part owner in The Solutions Group, the company at which she also was employed, Carly didn’t think it would be wise to make a pass at him.   
 
    Not that she even knew how to make a pass at someone like Ryker.  Ha!  That was a stupid thought.  Carly didn’t know how to make a pass at any man!  Flirting just didn’t come naturally to her.  Organizing?  Yeah, she could take over the military and make it more efficient.  Flirting, unfortunately, simply wasn’t in her skill set.  
 
    “Carly?  Are you okay?  Do you need help?” Ryker called.  
 
    Carly glanced down at him, realizing belatedly that she was standing on the stupid platform fantasizing about the man.  Now he thought she was scared.  She was!  But she didn’t want Ryker to know that.  Scared was for sissies and she wasn’t a sissy!   
 
     “Carly?” he called, drifting nearer to the rope ladder.  
 
    “I’m fine!” she answered, then bit her lower lip, thinking that maybe she should have let him come up and “save” her.  She could have pressed against his hard chest and learned what it felt like.  Just once, she wanted to know what Ryker’s arms and chest felt like wrapped protectively around her body.  He was so damn big, stunning, and muscular and… 
 
    “I’m coming up, honey.  Just stay there and I’ll get you.” 
 
    “No!  I’m fine!” she told him quickly.  And to prove it, she put her foot on the first log, gripping the rope with both hands as she stepped forward.  “Why are you here?” she called out, needing a distraction.  “You weren’t supposed to be back for three more hours.” 
 
    “I finished early and told Jimmy to get us home fast,” he replied, referring to one of the pilots that flew the various teams from The Solutions Group.  The Solutions Group had ten private jets.  There was always one plane here at home base for emergencies while the other pilots flew the teams around the world.  They were all luxurious and amazing, but with extra-large baggage compartments capable of storing the teams’ sometimes bizarre equipment.   
 
    “That’s nice,” she replied back, focusing so that she didn’t slip and make a fool of herself.  
 
    “Point your feet out like a duck.  That will give you better balance.” 
 
    She did so, angling her toes outward and, almost immediately, walking along the log was significantly easier.  “Huh!” she moved to the second and then the third, making her way all the way along the logs to the next platform.  “I did it!” she yelled, turning to look over her shoulder.  But Ryker was no longer there.  “Did you…?” 
 
    A strong arm pulled her towards the center of the platform and Carly squeaked slightly, her hands flying up as her back was plastered against the incredibly firm chest of the man who had featured in way too many of her dreams over the years. 
 
    “Yeah,” Ryker said, his eyes smiling down at her from his superior height.  “You did it.  Good job.”  
 
    Was his voice deeper?  Huskier?  Oh my, he was shockingly hard!  Peering over her shoulder, Carly looked up into his eyes, seeing the crystal blue more intensely from here.  Almost black hair, shockingly blue eyes, and tanned skin covering hard, yummy muscles, Ryker Thune was…smoking hot!   
 
    “You did a great job, Carly,” he told her.  Even though she was nowhere near the edge of the platform, his arm remained around her waist, holding her firmly against his rock-hard chest.  Since Carly had pictured this exact scenario so many times, there wasn’t any possibility of her doing anything that might cause his arms to shift.   
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked softly.  And darn it, his arms moved away!  Did his hand slide against her stomach ever so slightly?  Maybe.  Or it could be her imagination.   
 
    What was she doing?  Carly doubted he’d want to hear that she was fantasizing about him making love to her right here against the rough bark of the tree.  Nope, that thought was most likely reserved for her own mental amusement.  Something she’d take out tonight when she was at home with Lucifer, her unsympathetic cat.   
 
    Pulling her gaze away from his too-handsome face, she sighed and stepped away.  “I watch you all doing the course from my office window.  I’ve never tried it and thought I wanted to give it a shot.” 
 
    “You’ve never said that you wanted to tackle this course.  What changed your mind?”  He walked over to the rope ladder and stepped down it as if he were walking along concrete.  Did the man ever look stupid or awkward?  Meanwhile, she took hold of the ladder and wobbled her way down, her foot slipping off the rope rungs several times.   
 
    Just to make her decent even more exciting and embarrassing…she had to go down backwards.  This wouldn’t be a problem if she were alone.  But nooo!  Ryker stood right there on the ground, staring up at her!  Ugh!  Her workout leggings definitely didn’t hide enough for something like this!   
 
    When she finally reached the ground, Carly spun around quickly, not wanting to give him another view.   
 
    He smiled down at her, devastatingly delicious and completely unattainable.  “Are you ready for the wall?”  
 
    Wall?  Was he the wall?  She’d definitely love to climb him!   
 
    “This way,” he started walking towards the next obstacle.   
 
    “Darn it!” she muttered, and turned to follow him. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked, turning to glance back at her.   
 
    Looking up into those blue eyes of his, she kept the sigh to herself.  “Nothing.  Nothing at all.”  She focused on the path. “Don’t the teams need to run this path?”  
 
    “Yeah.  But it’s okay to walk it, too.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Nope.  I’m trying to get in shape.  I’m going to jog the course.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you.” 
 
    She stumbled slightly, and he grabbed her, saving her from face-planting into the ground.   
 
    “Thanks,” she told him, straightening up.  “You don’t need to do this with me.  I’m sure that you’re exhausted after flying all night.” 
 
    “I slept on the flight home.  Besides, doing the obstacle course will be a good way to get the blood moving after being trapped in a plane for the past twelve hours.” 
 
    She couldn’t argue with that.  Well, she could!  But she wasn’t sure what her argument might be.  Carly had trouble concentrating when Ryker was around and it had only gotten worse over the past few months.  Maybe it was because her brothers, Oz and Jayce, were so happily married with kids.  Maybe she was craving something similar.   
 
    No, if that were the case, she’d start looking for other men to date.  Someone who could get rid of this pointless infatuation she had for Ryker.   
 
    “Ready?” he asked.   
 
    Ready to run with a man who was almost a foot taller than she was?  “Um…why don’t we just walk it?”  
 
    “Come on.  It will be fun,” he encouraged.   
 
    With a sigh, she nodded.  “Fine.  But I set the pace!”  
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” he teased and set off at an easy jog.   
 
    An easy jog for him, that is.  Carly was gasping for breath after just a few minutes, but she hid it, not wanting Ryker to know how long it had been since she’d run that fast.  Maybe elementary school?  Nope, not even then.   
 
    When they finally reached the next obstacle, she bent over, hands on her knees, gasping for breath.   
 
    “You okay?  Did I go too fast?”  
 
    She lifted a finger up into the air, silently asking him to hold on for a moment.  She needed several moments to catch her breath.  When she was finally able to straighten, she frowned at him and noticed that he wasn’t even breathing hard.  “Damn it!” she mumbled.  
 
    He knew what she meant and chuckled.  “I do this for a living, honey.  Don’t beat yourself up.  It’s great that you’re even out here trying.” 
 
    She nodded and turned to face her next challenge.  “Right.  That’s what they’ll put on my gravestone.  ‘She was out there, trying’.  It will give others a moment’s pause before they meander over to their dead relative.” 
 
    He laughed softly as they both turned to face the next obstacle.  But this…this wasn’t an obstacle.  This wasn’t some log in the path or crazy ropes hanging from the trees.  “That’s a wall, Ryker.”  She stared at the wood, not sure what she was supposed to do about it.   
 
    “Yep.”   
 
    A man of few words, he looked down at her, the look obviously stating, “What are you waiting for?” 
 
    “Why in the world did you put a wall up in the middle of the forest?”  
 
    He laughed again.  “We go up and over the wall, hon.” 
 
    She stared up at him, then turned to look at the wall.  “That’s an eight foot wall!” 
 
    “Yeah.  Give or take an inch caused by the dirt settling around the supports.” 
 
    Again, she turned to look up at him, then at the wall.  “And…uh…what am I supposed to do with the wall?”  
 
    “Climb up and over the top, then jump down to the other side,” he told her, his tone clear that the explanation should be completely obvious.   
 
    “Right,” she replied, nodding her head as she stared at the wall.  “Um…how?”  
 
    He laughed.  “Want to walk around it?  There’s–” 
 
    “No!”  she cut him off.  “If others can do this, so can I!”  
 
    She walked over to the wall and reached up, but her five foot, five inch height didn’t even get near the top.   
 
    Turning around, she noticed he had that “let’s-watch-what-she-tries” expression on his devilishly handsome features.   
 
    With a sigh, she glared up at him, crossing her arms across her with exasperation.  “Okay, big guy.  What’s the trick to this?”  
 
    He shook his head.  “It’s different for men and women.” 
 
    Of course!  Why make things easy?  “How do you do it?”  
 
    He didn’t answer her.  Instead, he walked over to the wall, reached up and, because he was six feet, four inches tall and had the upper body strength of “The Hulk”, he literally lifted himself up and over.  Then he vanished over the other side.  A moment later, he walked back around.  “Want me to show you how women do it?”  
 
    “I hate being a woman!” she grumbled, but then acknowledged that her ‘tude wasn’t going to get her up and over this stupid wall.   “Okay, give me the trick.” 
 
    “Personally, I like that you’re a woman, Carly.” 
 
    She swallowed, not exactly sure how to take that comment.  Her insides melted into a warm, gooey goo and she was pretty sure that her cheeks tinged a bright, embarrassing pink.   
 
    Then he started talking and that goo…hmm…still there, but she focused on his words.  
 
    “Women have more power in their core versus their upper body.  So, you’re going to use that to pull yourself up.”  He stepped back, then ran for the wall, jumping so he could grab onto the top of the wall, his running shoes braced against the face of the wall.  “Just jiggle your body as you pull your feet up, then slide your leg over.” 
 
    Carly watched him, amazed at the muscles straining in various places.  It was so interesting, that she almost forgot to watch what he was explaining.   
 
    “Got it?” he asked, jumping down from the wall and coming back to her.   
 
    Unfortunately, she didn’t “get” any of him, Carly thought.  “Got it,” she replied, adding a nod for confidence.  But she wasn’t confident.  Not even a little.  Perhaps if he wasn’t around, she might be able to shimmy herself up and over that stupid wall, but with him watching, it was going to be an exercise in humiliation.   
 
    “Right.  I got this,” she muttered to herself.  
 
    “That’s the right attitude.”  
 
    Carly frowned at him.  With grim determination, she glared at the wall, took a few steps back, then raced towards it.  Leaping up as far as her trembling legs could go, she…just about reached the top with her hands.   
 
    Carly was just about to drop to the ground when strong arms caught her and lifted her those last couple of inches.  She was so surprised by the shocking heat that shot through her that she almost released the wall.  But instinct kicked in and she tightened her fingers.  
 
    “Good, now grip the wall with the balls of your feet.” 
 
    Carly tried! She really did!  But when he touched her like that, she just…it felt…she wanted to drop down and throw herself into his arms.   
 
    Instead, she just fell.   
 
    Once again, he caught her so she didn’t fall to the ground.  When she looked up at him, time stood still.  She was in his arms, his hands around her waist and…what would it be like to be kissed by Ryker?  Was he passionate?  Or soft?  Would he try to climb into her mouth?  Or was he gentle and sweet?  Would his hands touch her with passion?  Or would they stay still on her body?   
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    Carly jerked backwards, stunned that he was wondering about her health and welfare when she was thinking about kissing him.  Sooo not fair!  
 
    “Yes.  I’m fine,” she replied, wiping her hands on her butt as she stepped back.  “Um…I really want to do this on my own.  So…” 
 
    He immediately lifted his hands in the air and stepped back.  “It’s all yours, hon.” 
 
    She smiled, or tried to.  But when he used those sweet endearments, she wanted to smile like a goofball.  And wish that he meant them.   
 
    “Right,” she told herself again.  Crouching slightly, she focused only on the wall.  “Pretend the wall is Ryker,” she thought.  “Pretend you’re going to climb his body.  Or pretend that he’s going to take you out on a dinner date with a heated, passionate kiss if you make it over this stupid wall!” 
 
    And then she was off.  With a kick of her feet, she leapt up as high as she could, reaching out and catching the top of the wall.  “I did it!” she shouted.   
 
    “Great!” he clapped.  “Okay, now swing your legs slightly to get your feet where your knees are now.” 
 
    She swung her legs and…shockingly, it worked!  The balls of her feet secured to the wall.   
 
    “Excellent.  Now shimmy your feet by swinging your hips out, while pulling up with your arms.” 
 
    She followed his instructions, her arms shaking from the strain.  It was an inch by inch kind of thing, but slowly, she got her legs higher and higher.  Eventually, she was able to tilt her body slightly and hook her ankle over the top of the wall.  After that, it was much easier to bring the rest of her body over.   
 
    When she was finally at the top, she sat up and looked around, joy filling her chest.  “I did it!” she yelled, her feet swinging out with success.  But the feet swinging thing was bad because it threw her off balance and she quickly put her hands back on the wall.   
 
    When she looked down over the other side, Ryker was there, grinning up at her with those crazy, blue eyes of his.  “Okay, you did it.  Now, come on down.” 
 
    Carly looked at the ground.  It was a long way down!  “Um…I think I’d like to just…hang out here for a moment.”  Especially since her arms were shaking so badly from the climb up that she wasn’t sure she could make it down, at least, not gracefully.  
 
    “Just swing your other leg over, then cantilever your body so that your weight holds you for a moment.” 
 
    She bit her lower lip, contemplating that maneuver.  “Really.  I’m fine right here for a few moments.” 
 
    He moved closer and she could see the amusement in his eyes.  “Carly, the wood is going to start hurting in uncomfortable places.  Why don’t you just swing your other leg over and I’ll grab you to help you down?” 
 
    As soon as he said it, Carly realized that the wood was biting into her groin.  “Ouch!” she hissed.  “Okay, coming down.”   
 
    Slowly, she swung her leg over to the other side and leaned forward, intending to drop herself down to the other side inch by inch.  But as soon as both of her legs were over, she felt those strong hands griping her thighs and…well, the rest was inevitable.  His touch was distracting and her arms gave out.  Instead of coming down in a graceful, athletic glide, she tumbled over and it was only his strong hands gripping her legs, then her butt, that saved her from falling.   
 
    How many times was he going to have to save her?   
 
    She didn’t have time to answer, since he spun her around, lowering her slowly to the ground, inch by inch just as she’d intended.  But she hadn’t anticipated sliding along his hard body every inch of the way.   
 
    Burning.  Heat! White-hot heat sizzled through her vein her.  When her face was even with his own, she could barely breathe.   
 
    He didn’t lower her any further.  For a long moment, she hung there, his hands wrapped around her legs right under her butt.  Carly’s arms tightened automatically around his neck and she couldn’t stop her legs from lifting, wrapping around his waist.   
 
    Suddenly, the wooden wall pressed against her back with Ryker pressed against her chest.  His breathing was just as labored as hers as they stared at one another from an inch apart.  It was shocking to feel him against her and Carly couldn’t stop her hands from reaching out, cupping the back of his neck.  The next thing she knew, she was kissing him.  And he kissed her back!   
 
    Passionate!  That’s the way Ryker kissed!  His lips devoured hers, his tongue caressing her lips, demanding entry.  And when she opened her mouth, his hands shifted, exploring her body, grinding his hips against hers.  For too many years, she’d fantasized about this, wondered what it would be like to kiss him and finding out was better than she could have anticipated!   
 
    Over and over, their lips pressed, teased.  When he lifted his head up for even a fraction of a second, she whimpered with need.  It was too much and not nearly enough!  More!  She needed more and angled her head and her body, pressing herself… 
 
    Oh my gosh!  This was Ryker!  What was she doing?! 
 
    “I’m sorry!” she gasped when he lifted his head again.  Shifting against him, she shimmied down from his arms and stumbled away from him.  “Ryker!  I’m so so sorry!” she gasped, pushing her hair out of her eyes.  How had her hair gotten loose?  She’d…it didn’t matter.   
 
    Pressing her fingers against her lips, she glanced down at the ground, at the wall, the trees…anywhere but at Ryker.  Good grief, he must think she was an idiot!   
 
    “I’m so sorry.  Please…,” she backed up a few steps.  “Please don’t tell Oz or Jayce about this.  They’d be furious that I...I’m sorry.” 
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