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Chapter One


   


  “I know, Mama. Yeah…Yeah…Mmmhmm.”


  Blake Mills leaned against the doorframe of the studio. He watched the petite blonde—who had her back turned to him—set up her camera equipment while balancing her cell phone between her shoulder and cheek. Her head was fully tilted to the right, yet she worked with ease.


  “I understand how important this fundraiser is, Mama. I’m just not all that jazzed about taking a bunch of beefcake pictures of some brainless mimbos with more muscles than sense.”


  Blake stifled the urge to clear his throat, slightly offended by the photographer’s insult, but he let it slide, unwilling to let her know he was there. He’d never been referred to as a male bimbo before. Even so, he was fairly certain he’d find a way to make her eat those words. He might not be the smartest guy on the planet, but he wasn’t an airhead with a penis either.


  The woman sighed heavily, continuing to speak. It occurred to him there was something vaguely familiar about her voice.


  For now, he held his tongue, intent on enjoying the view as she bent over to retrieve something from her camera bag, her firm, perfect ass pointed in his direction. She wore skintight jeans that accentuated the bottom half of her generous hourglass just right.


  “Fine,” she said in reply to something her mother had said. “I won’t insult the models. At least not to their faces. But I’m reserving the right to make fun of them at Sunday dinner. I can’t believe that last guy was able to squeeze his ego through the front door.”


  Ah, Blake thought, her annoyance started to make sense. The last guy had been a tool. He sympathized with the pretty woman. He’d been roped into this charity calendar bullshit too. Sounded like neither he, nor the photographer, were here willingly.


  She stood up with her back still to him as she snapped her camera onto the tripod. It was clear her mother was giving her an earful by the short, cutoff replies the photographer was making.


  “Yeah, but…”


  “I know that. All I’m…”


  “Alright, I can…”


  Finally the woman pulled her cell away from her ear and mimicked the action of throttling it. Blake lost his ability to remain silent. He chuckled.


  The photographer turned to face him and he sucked in an astonished breath.


  Fuck.


  Chloe Lewis.


  For the briefest of moments, he hoped she wouldn’t recognize him. After all, ten years had passed.


  That wish was squashed instantly.


  Her eyes narrowed when she saw him. “I have to go, Mama.” She didn’t even wait for her mother to say goodbye. Instead, she clicked the end button and slid the cell into her back jeans pocket. It was on the tip of his tongue to express surprise that she could squeeze anything else into the tight denim, but he was starting this conversation on thin ice as it was. No need to make it worse. Though there had always been something about Chloe that had him longing to tease her…just so he could hear her loud, joyful laughter. He’d never met anyone before or since who could laugh with such unrestrained, utter delight.


  It was the first thing that had drawn him to her all those years ago. Chloe had trapped him in her tractor beam within minutes of their initial introduction and held him there for months—the best summer of his life. There was no denying the two of them had set off fireworks together—in and out of the bedroom. He’d never understood the word tumultuous until that summer. Perhaps enough time had passed that Chloe would forgive him and they could let bygones be bygones.


  Chloe’s eyes flashed fire.


  Nope. No bygones.


  “Hey, Chloe. Good to see you.”


  It was clearly the wrong opening. “Fuck you, Blake.”


  He deserved that. Even so, his pride—the same pride that had screwed things up between them so many years ago—surfaced. “I’m game if you are.”


  “That’s it. Last straw. I’m not doing this. My mother can find someone else to take these damn pictures.” She turned away from him, reaching for her phone, intent on calling her mother back.


  He walked across the room and wrapped his hand around her wrist to stop her. “Wait.”


  She whirled on him, her temper blowing fast and hot. It took all the strength in his body not to grin. A smile when she was in the midst of an explosion was tantamount to committing suicide. Chloe may be small, but her boxer of a father and three older brothers had taught her well when it came to self-defense. Hell, it might be more accurate to say they’d given her brilliant lessons in all-out offensive attacks.


  “Don’t touch me.”


  Blake didn’t remove his hand. Maybe the term mimbo did work for him. He’d never been accused of being too bright. Trying to keep hold of this miniature raging bull proved that. “Don’t quit because of me.”


  She struggled to escape, but he merely tightened his grip. His body had shifted into overdrive the second he’d gotten close enough to smell her floral perfume and feel the undeniable heat that rose up every time the two of them got within a few feet of each other.


  He could tell Chloe felt it as well. Her chest rose and fell rapidly and her face was flushed. Their brief scuffle hadn’t produced either side effect. It was the same for him. Two minutes with her and he was on fire, his cock hard enough to pound nails in concrete.


  When it became obvious he wasn’t going to release her, she froze, her body rigid with fury…and arousal. Even after all these years, he knew her well enough to recognize both.


  “The committee is going to have to find another photographer. I’ve hit my limit on manhandling for the day.”


  It was the only thing she could have said that would have prompted him to loosen his grip. He dropped her hand. “What do you mean manhandling?”


  She closed her eyes as if praying for patience. Blake had provoked that response in her no less than a million times in the past. And as always, it hit him like the world’s most powerful aphrodisiac. He still drove her crazy. For some reason, that idea turned him on even more.


  “How the hell did you get involved in this calendar, Blake? I can’t imagine the committee actually thought it was a good idea to include some punk-ass biker as part of the collection.” Then her gaze sharpened. “Did my mom call you to do this?”


  He shook his head quickly. “Of course not.” He hadn’t seen Mama Lewis in nearly a decade. The same day he’d hopped on his motorcycle and driven away from Chloe without a word. He’d been a fool. Chloe had been adorable, cute at nineteen. At twenty-nine, she was a fucking knockout.


  “I doubt your mom even knows I’m involved. I drew the short straw this morning down at the precinct. My captain’s wife is on the committee and decided the NOPD needed to be represented. Captain Rogers isn’t exactly known for being organized. He forgot to round someone up until today when his wife showed up and read him the riot act for it. Next thing I know, I’m on my way here.”


  Chloe’s brows furrowed in confusion. “NOPD? Precinct?” Then she erupted in laughter…and it was just as Blake had remembered. Loud. Infectious. “Dear God, please tell me they didn’t let you join the police force.”


  He smiled. “Detective Mills, at your service. Just got promoted to the Special Victims Unit last fall.”


  She shook her head, her mirth dying as she realized he was telling her the truth. Chloe was allowed her shock. There was a big part of him that still couldn’t believe he’d joined the force. For most of his life, he’d half-expected his future to include time spent behind bars, not escorting others there.


  “You’re joking.”


  “Nope. Wanna see my handcuffs?” He winked at her wickedly, letting her know exactly how he’d use them on her.


  She scowled. “It’s not possible. There’s no way—”


  “I’m a cop, Chloe.” He whipped out his badge and flashed it at her.


  She reached into her back pocket to retrieve her cell phone. “It doesn’t matter. I’m still calling my mother. Surely there has to be someone who can—”


  “Take pictures as good as you? Not likely, CJ Lewis.”


  Shock registered on her face when he used her pen name. Chloe had made a name for herself in the world of photography, having published a collection of her work called The Face of New Orleans. Blake had spotted it in the window of a bookstore and bought it instantly. He couldn’t begin to count the hours he’d poured over the pictures, amazed by her talent and her eye for hidden beauty. She’d captured the people of New Orleans perfectly, bringing their hometown to life in vivid color.


  “How did you know that was me?”


  He ran his finger along her cheek, trying not to let her see how much it hurt him when she winced and pulled away. What was he expecting? He’d broken her heart. “I always knew you’d find success with your photographs, Chloe Jeannette. You were too talented not to.” He also knew she’d been named after both her grandmothers.


  “You remembered my middle name?”


  He nodded. It was strange how much he recalled about Chloe. There were times when Blake thought he recalled her life story better than his own. At nineteen, he’d hung on her every word, certain she was the most beautiful, fascinating girl he’d ever met. Now, he was finding the woman she’d become just as enthralling.


  “Chloe, this is an important project and you know it. The money raised is going to a good cause. Besides, do you really want to call Mama Lewis and tell her you’re bailing? You think that would be a fun phone call?”


  Chloe shuddered. “She doesn’t know you’re here, that you’re involved. I might actually get a bye based on that.”


  His grin grew, causing her frown to deepen. “Your mom always liked me.”


  “Liked. As in past tense. Then you stole her favorite wedding gift, cleaned out her wallet and made me cry. I suspect she’d be in the front of the line, even before my brothers, to kick your ass.”


  Blake was sure she was right. And that thought hurt. He’d always adored Chloe’s mother. She was the only mom in history who hadn’t taken one look at his ripped-up jeans, leather jacket and bad attitude, then issued an order for him to get the hell away from her daughter. Instead, she’d invited him in for Sunday dinner, engaged him in conversation and seen something of value inside him that Blake couldn’t see himself at the time.


  Then he’d betrayed Mama Lewis’ belief that he’d do the right thing, rejected Chloe and run off like a thief in the night.


  No. Not like. Literally a thief. He’d stolen two hundred dollars from Mama Lewis’ purse and a silver serving platter.


  “I’m sorry, Chloe.”


  She studied his face for several quiet moments. He didn’t bother to hide. He wanted her to see, to read the sincerity in his words. His life was overflowing with regrets, but stealing from Chloe’s family and leaving her ranked at the very top of the list.


  “Maybe you are. But you’re not forgiven.” Her words were hard, final.


  And not at all surprising. Because he’d stolen more from Chloe than just some money. He’d taken her virginity and her young girl’s love and trust and he’d trampled all over it.


  “I’ll tell my captain to find someone else from the NOPD to pose for the calendar. You’re more valuable to the project than I am.”


  She nodded. “Fine.”


  He took one last look at her, wondering how long—if ever—it would be until their paths crossed again. Would he have to wait months? Years? Longer? He’d thought of her more than he cared to admit over the past decade—her face often the last one he saw when he closed his eyes at night. He’d always wondered if she was happy, if she’d married or fallen in love, had kids. A quick glance at her bare ring finger answered the marriage question.


  The idea of never seeing her again was more painful than he would have imagined. “Goodbye, Chloe.”


  He turned to leave, but his exit was cut short when Captain Rogers’ wife appeared with two other women in tow. “Oh, Detective Mills, I’m so glad we caught you and Chloe before you started. My friends and I were just heading out for lunch and I wanted them to meet you.” She turned to the women with her, briefly introducing them as fellow committee members. “I was absolutely delighted when you volunteered for this project.”


  “Short straw, huh?” Chloe muttered.


  “I was afraid my husband was going to have to recruit someone unwilling. Heaven only knows how that would have turned out.” Mrs. Rogers turned to Chloe, beaming. “Didn’t I send you a wonderful subject? And I have no doubt his bio for the calendar will be the most impressive one. After all, he received the Medal of Valor when he saved two people from a burning building and his work with juveniles has been truly inspiring. Speaking of bios,” Mrs. Rogers pulled several sheets of paper from her purse. “Here’s Blake’s bio, along with two others. I told your mother I’d drop them off to you today.”


  Blake didn’t turn to look at Chloe. He hated being the center of attention. He’d done his job, nothing more. To hear Mrs. Rogers going on and on about his accomplishments like he was some sort of freaking superhero made him uncomfortable.


  “I didn’t do anything more than any other officer on the force would have done.” He hoped that answer would be enough to kill the subject. It wasn’t.


  Mrs. Rogers was on a roll. “Plus he was instrumental in shutting down a major drug ring. My husband said it was the first time in all his years he felt a spark of hope for our local kids. Blake ensured there would be a lot fewer dealers on the playgrounds. All of this and he’s only been on the force for five years.”


  Taking down that drug ring was one of the hardest things he’d ever done in his life—because it had involved him arresting his own father. That was one of the lowest moments in Blake’s life, and to hear Mrs. Rogers discussing it as an accolade made him sick to his stomach.


  “Actually, Mrs. Rogers, I’m afraid I’m not going to be able to—”


  “Take the pictures today,” Chloe interjected. “Detective Mills and I were just discussing some possible locales.”


  Blake turned to look at Chloe. She’d just threatened to walk off the project if he was involved. Now it sounded as if she was volunteering to make the job even harder. Locales?


  Mrs. Rogers frowned, confused. “I was under the impression all the photographs would be shot here in your studio.”


  “That was the original plan, but after talking to the detective, it occurred to me that the photos would be more interesting if they were taken in a variety of locations and included something that reflected each man’s interests.”


  Blake nodded, not about to miss this opportunity to spend more time with Chloe. “I’m into motorcycles, so we were thinking of riding out to Lake Pontchartrain and snapping some shots. Or we even discussed the possibility of taking River Road and posing at the plantations.”


  Chloe scowled, but didn’t contradict him. The two of them had spent hours flying up and down the highways on his bike when they were younger. The plantations on River Road and the lake had been their favorite destinations. Blake had only gotten his motorcycle—an ancient Harley he’d seen an ad for in the classifieds—that summer. Chloe had been shocked to discover he’d never seen anything outside of the city limits, so she’d made it her mission to expose him to all the beautiful places he’d missed. In a few months, she’d done a great job of opening his eyes to the world just outside the city.


  Mrs. Rogers clapped her hands together. “Oh! This sounds wonderful. Even better than we’d hoped. Well then, don’t let us distract you from your work. I can’t wait to see the end result.”


  With that, Mrs. Rogers and her friends left in a flurry of excited chatter.


  Blake crossed his arms. “I thought you wanted me out.”


  “I did, but how could I explain wanting to kick out such an icon of the police force?”


  “I was going to take the fall. Tell them I wasn’t comfortable taking my shirt off for the picture.”


  Chloe snorted. “Yeah. I’m sure they would have believed that.”


  He grinned. “Are you saying I’m immodest?”


  “I spent an entire summer with you and I can recall you wearing a shirt less than a handful of times. Usually at my mother’s Sunday dinners and only then because she said you had to.”


  Blake rolled his eyes at her exaggeration, though when he considered it, she had a good point. That summer had been hot as hell and they’d spent most of it on his motorcycle, traveling an hour to the Gulf Coast beaches. Or riding beside the Mississippi. Or walking along the French Quarter. Or wrapped up in each other’s arms. “I can come up with another reason to bail.”


  She shook her head. “No. I’m a professional and it’s no big deal. I’ll snap a few pictures, then you and I can go our separate ways again.”


  “In other words, you’re afraid of your mother and Mrs. Rogers.”


  She shot him a dirty look, then said, “Yeah. I’ve decided you’re the lesser of two evils.”


  He chuckled, then stepped closer, enjoying the way she held his gaze as he leaned down. “I fully intend to change your mind about that.”


  Blake had to give Chloe credit. The woman never backed down from any challenge. “I’m not worried.”


  Before he could think better of it, Blake closed the distance between them, placing a quick, hard kiss on her lips.


  It was just as he’d remembered—only better. Chloe’s lips were soft and she tasted so damn sweet—like peppermint and chocolate and sunshine all rolled up into one.


  He’d spent most of his younger life around jaded, hard women who smelled of booze and cigarettes. However, since joining the police force, his dating life had dwindled down to nothing. Blake had been more celibate than a monk the past year or so. He hadn’t minded that state until he’d seen her again.


  He broke the union before Chloe had a chance to reject him…or knee him in the balls.


  He tapped her nose playfully. “You should be. I’ll call you later about the photo shoot.”


  Blake made his escape quickly before Chloe changed her mind about his participation in the project. He’d been ready to accept her dismissal and walk away. Until that kiss.


  Now…well, now…he was driving without brakes. And the crash was imminent.


  He grinned as he walked back out into the sunshine, grabbing his helmet and pulling it on.


  He straddled his Harley and fired up the engine.


  Crashing never sounded so exciting.


   


   


  
Chapter Two


   


  “Earth to Chloe. Pass the potatoes, pipsqueak.”


  Chloe gave her brother Jett a dirty look, but passed the bowl of scalloped potatoes as she did so.


  Jett dipped out a healthy portion before handing the bowl to their foster brother, Zac.


  Jett looked at her and shook his head. “Damn, girl. Where the hell are you today? I asked you three times to hand me those before you even heard me saying your name.”


  She shrugged. She’d been floundering around, lost in her own thoughts since running into Blake again at the studio on Thursday. Seeing him had brought up a whole bunch of feelings—sadness, regret, anger—as well as an unbearable mountain of lust. He’d been her first and, while she’d never admit as much to the asshole, there was some truth to that line about him ruining her for all other men. While she’d taken her fair share of lovers, Blake had always been the yardstick she’d compared them to and none had measured up. Not even close.


  Which pissed her off even more because hell would freeze over before Blake Mills touched her again, and she didn’t care if that meant taking responsibility for every single one of her own orgasms from now until the end of time.


  “Chloe!” This time it was Justin yelling her name.


  “What?” She didn’t bother to hide the irritation in her tone. Her annoying brothers could see she was distracted. Why didn’t they just leave her alone?


  “What’s wrong?”


  “For the last time, nothing.”


  Her mother tilted her head, studying her face. “This is about Blake, isn’t it?”


  The head of every sibling at the table flew up.


  “Blake Mills?” Caliph asked.


  She closed her eyes, wishing she were anywhere else right now. Seeing her first love had thrown her for a loop. There was no way she was ready to undergo the Spanish Inquisition about that unexpected reunion with her family. “He’s one of the models for the Blessing House calendar.” The Blessing House provided temporary housing for homeless families. Her mother had served on the board for years, organizing fundraiser after benefit auction after bake sale to keep the House open and solvent.


  This year, the fundraising committee had decided to take a page from the book of other large cities, putting together a sexy calendar as a fun way to raise money. The calendar, “Hot Hunks in the Big Easy,” was gathering a lot of attention, and given her mom’s successful track record, was certain to make a slew of cash for the Blessing House.


  Justin looked at Mama. “You’re putting thugs in the calendar?”


  Chloe grinned, appreciating his appalled tone. It was nice to know her brothers always had her back.


  “No. We’re not. Agnes Rogers found him. Apparently, Blake is a detective with the NOPD these days. She called me a couple of days ago to say the police department would be well represented.”


  “The hell you say,” Jett proclaimed. “How hard up is the city for law enforcement? They’re hiring crooks now?”


  “Who is Blake Mills?” Caliph’s girlfriend, Jennifer, asked. Jen and Caliph had started dating a few months earlier. Since then, she’d become a staple at the family’s Sunday dinners. Chloe adored the woman and hoped she and Caliph would stick.


  “Chloe’s first boyfriend,” Caliph answered. “A real badass and every father’s worst nightmare when it comes to the guy you don’t want your daughter dating.”


  “He wasn’t that bad,” Mama said. “I swear that poor boy’s reputation has grown more despicable with every telling. Next thing I know, y’all will be swearing he was a serial killer and responsible for every hurricane to ever hit New Orleans.”


  Chloe sighed. Mama had never wavered in her belief that there was some good buried deep inside Blake. Right after she’d gotten off the phone with Mrs. Rogers, Mama had called Chloe to make sure she was okay with taking pictures of Blake. Chloe had assured her mother it wouldn’t be any big deal, but she’d never managed to pull the wool over Mama’s eyes and obviously she hadn’t fooled her this time either.


  Of course, since learning he’d joined the police force, her mother acted as if her faith in Blake had at last been proven true.


  “We broke up when he stole money from Mama and took the silver serving platter my grandmother had given my parents as a wedding gift.”


  Jennifer winced. “Yikes. Doesn’t sound like a very nice guy. And you say he’s a cop now?”


  Chloe nodded. “Yeah. And he’s posing for the calendar.”


  Jennifer reached over and squeezed her hand gently. “That can’t be easy for you. I know I wouldn’t want to have to work with my ex on anything. Ever.” Jennifer’s ex-husband had left her for another woman. That painful event had led to her meeting Caliph. In an attempt to reinvent herself, Jennifer had shown up at Midnight Ink and gotten her first tattoo from Caliph. Since then, Chloe had watched her older brother fall head over heels in love with the woman. It was sweet. Even if it did reinforce the loneliness that had plagued Chloe lately.


  She would be thirty on her next birthday, and while that age wasn’t bothering her, it forced her to recognize some things she’d been ignoring. Like the fact she wanted kids. A slew of them like her mother had. Chloe absolutely adored her big family and she dreamed of having her own. But to do so, she had to get serious about dating and finding the man she wanted to marry. She’d put off doing that for too long, focusing instead on building a clientele for her photography studio and putting her book together.


  “It’ll be okay, Jennifer. I really only have to see him one more time. I’ll snap a few pictures and walk away. No harm, no foul.”


  A quick glance at her mother’s face proved her lie wasn’t convincing the one person she really wanted to believe her.


  Before she could reassure Mama she was speaking the truth, the doorbell rang.


  “Chloe’s the closest,” Jett pointed out, not bothering to put his fork down as Zac snickered.


  She rolled her eyes. They may all be adults, but there was something about returning to this house each Sunday that seemed to bring out the child each of them held on to. “Lazy jackass.”


  Jett gave her a shit-eating grin as she rose to answer the door while they all continued eating.


  She barely paid attention as she swung open the front door. It wasn’t unusual for neighbors or friends to stop by on Sunday, as they knew the entire family would be there. Mama always made enough to feed an Army and as such, there was plenty of room at the large table for one or two or twelve drop-ins.


  Chloe wasn’t aware that her mouth had flown open until Blake placed his hand on her chin to push it closed.


  “What the hell are you doing here?”


  Blake smiled. “Mama Lewis invited me.”


  Chloe shook her head. “That’s Mrs. Lewis to you and she wouldn’t do that.”


  “Chloe,” her mother called out from the dining room. “Invite him in.”


  Chloe closed her eyes, hoping that by blocking out Blake’s cocky face, he’d simply vanish. When she opened them to find him still standing in the doorway, she muttered, “I’m going to kill her.”


  Blake chuckled. “If you do that, I’ll have to pull out my handcuffs and arrest you.”


  She was tempted to slam the door in his face, then reconsidered as a wide smile crossed her face. Maybe this wasn’t such a bad thing after all.


  Blake’s lowered brows betrayed his sudden suspicion at her quick change in demeanor. “You like the idea of handcuffs?” He grinned, his dirty mind kicking in.


  “No, perv, I don’t.” She was lying, but she wasn’t about to admit her libido had suddenly jerked into gear at the thought. “You realize you’re about to willingly walk into the lion’s den, right? My brothers will tear you limb from limb.”


  Unfortunately her threat didn’t faze the infuriating man. “I’m banking on your mother to protect me. But just in case,” he patted his hip, drawing her attention to his holster, “I’m packing.”


  There was no way she could convince him to leave and time was up anyway. If she stalled much longer, her brothers’ curiosity would win out and they’d all manage to make their way to the front door, lazy jackasses or not. She stepped aside, allowing Blake to enter.


  He glanced around the entryway, looking fondly at the photographs and furniture. “It’s exactly the way I remember it.”


  “Everyone is in the dining room and my food is getting cold.” Her tone was short and annoyed, but she didn’t feel like playing nice. He didn’t deserve it. He’d hurt her worse than anyone in her life and while that wound had been inflicted nearly a decade earlier, it ached as if it had happened only yesterday.


  She hated that she’d let him get so deep inside her he still had the power to cause her pain.


  Blake waited for her to lead the way. She kept her eyes on her mother as they entered the room together. She didn’t have to look at her brothers to see how pissed off they were.


  Jett stood, his stance pure aggression. “What are you doing here?”


  “I invited him,” Mama replied, as if bringing the man who’d stolen from their family into their home was the most natural thing in the world. Of course, for their mother, it was. Her capacity for forgiveness was limitless.


  Chloe could only assume that attribute skipped a generation because God knew she couldn’t find it in herself right now.


  Her mother rose, then gestured to an empty chair next to her as she grabbed a plate from the sideboard. “Help yourself, Blake.”


  He smiled his thanks as he took a seat. “I apologize for being late. Wound up pulling some overtime after the midnight shift. Lots of idiots on the street last night. Took me a few extra hours to finish the paperwork.”


  Chloe reclaimed her seat, grateful that Justin sat between her and Blake.


  Blake kept his attention on her mother, pointedly ignoring the glares he was receiving from everyone else at the table. “I was sorry to hear about Papa Lewis.”


  Mama smiled gratefully. “Thank you, Blake. We all miss him something terrible.”


  That was an understatement, but Chloe didn’t say anything. Though her father had passed away three years ago, sometimes it felt as if he was just away, working on the oil rig and that he’d be back, crashing through the front door with that loud bellow of his, telling all his kids to get their asses downstairs so he could hug them. Her father had been a giant of a man—Caliph and Jett had gotten his stature—but as gentle as a butterfly.


  “And what is your father up to these days, Blake?” her mother asked.


  Blake fell silent for only a moment, then gave her a rueful smile. “He’s up to twelve months served on a twenty-year stint in prison.”


  “Oh, I see.”


  Blake shrugged. “Not surprised, are you?”


  Mama shook her head. “Not really, but I am sorry.”


  “Don’t be.” Blake’s voice was harder than Chloe had ever heard it. “I’m the one who put him there.”


  “You put your own father in jail?” Jennifer asked.


  Blake looked at Jennifer, clearly waiting for an introduction. Caliph quickly did so. “This is my girlfriend, Jen.”


  Blake smiled. “Nice to meet you, and yeah, I did. He was selling drugs at some of the local schools. And not just marijuana, but ecstasy and heroin. I think there are a lot of people better off with him in jail.”


  Chloe put her fork down, unable to swallow through the lump that had grown in her throat. She knew Blake’s childhood hadn’t been easy, but he’d never shared many details about it with her. She hadn’t known him at all until the summer he’d gotten a job at the sub place near the community college she attended. They’d both gone to different public schools, growing up on opposite ends of the city.


  “I’m sorry, too,” Chloe said softly. Blake caught her gaze, his eyes reflecting too many emotions to register—sadness, regret, anger, remorse. She looked away rather than face them. She’d seen all those things when they first met as well.


  Maybe she was more like her mother than she realized—inexplicably drawn to people in pain, in need of rescue. Though Blake sure as hell hadn’t let her save him. She doubted that would change now and she refused to be pulled back into Blake’s life.


  Jett broke the silence. “Guess the police force is a more interesting job than Sid’s Sub Shop. Isn’t that where you used to work?”


  Blake nodded. “Yeah. Met Chloe there. She used to do homework between classes at the table in the corner.” He faced her once more. “You still put down those Italian subs like you’re never going to eat again?”


  Her brothers chuckled. She flashed them all dirty looks until they sobered up.


  Blake may be older, but the bad boy was still there, lurking beneath his skin. She could see it in his face as he gave her a crooked grin.


  It was the same smile that had captured her attention back in college. She’d taken one look at the bad boy behind the shop counter and fallen hard. A lot of people had tried to warn her away from him, telling her stories about how he stole beer and cigarettes from convenience stores, drove his motorcycle like he had a death wish and vandalized buildings. Blake had never denied the stories, but he’d never gotten caught either.


  It hadn’t mattered to her at the time because when he was with her, he had been sweet and funny. Her badass biker boyfriend. Given her goodie-goodie status, it had felt scandalous to be with someone with a reputation and wonderful to be so adored by him. She’d always hoped she had helped him be a better person, while he taught her how to be just a little bit wicked. Whatever they’d done for each other, there had never been a doubt in her mind that Blake had loved her.


  Until he disappeared. Then she’d spent months—years—wondering what had been real and what had been lies. In the end, she’d felt used and stupid. And so angry.


  “It was wonderful of you to volunteer to participate in the calendar.” Her mom looked genuinely pleased and almost grateful.


  Why was Chloe the only person who remembered the past?


  Chloe snorted at her mother’s praise, drawing everyone’s attention to her. “He drew the short straw.”


  Blake grinned, while Mama looked confused. “Short straw?”


  Blake leaned back in his chair, looking far too comfortable and at home. “It’s a good cause. I don’t mind helping out.”


  Caliph rolled his eyes. “I’m sure you don’t. As I recall, you don’t have a bit of trouble strutting around with your shirt off.”


  Chloe gave Blake a superior smile, grateful for Caliph’s snide comment. Finally. She’d warned him about her brothers’ anger and though it would cost her in good karma, it felt good to watch them give Blake shit.


  Blake crossed his arms, drawing too much attention to the muscles bulging beneath his t-shirt. “I figure those of us who haven’t let ourselves go owe it to those who have to step forward. By the way, I don’t remember seeing your name on the list of models, Caliph.”


  Caliph’s eyes darkened as Jennifer slowly wrapped her hand around his wrist. Chloe was trying to decide if the touch was a warning or Jennifer’s way of holding Caliph in his seat.


  “I’m still trying to convince my sons to participate. We have two slots open.” Mama gave Caliph a hopeful glance.


  “I told you, Mama, I don’t think the older members of your group would embrace the idea of a guy covered in tattoos.”


  Jennifer shook her head as if the argument was a familiar one. “I told him that only every woman who bought the calendar would be into that, but he’s stubborn.”


  Caliph gave Jennifer a sweet kiss on the cheek. “Not every woman in the world is as open-minded as you, Jen. There are plenty out there who still turn up their noses when they see my ink. Besides, I have no desire to make a jackass of myself, posing like some king of GQ.”


  Mama looked from Caliph to Justin, but he cut her off at the pass. “Don’t look at me. I already suckered Ned into doing it. You only need one marketing exec.” Ned Kinnaman was Justin’s partner at their advertising firm and one of the sexiest men Chloe had ever met. She was actually a bit nervous about photographing Ned. He literally oozed sex and sin.


  Justin laughed when he spotted Chloe’s flushed cheeks. “See,” he pointed at her, making her blush even more. “That’s what Ned’s going to bring to the calendar. I’ve done my part.”


  Chloe scowled at her brother for embarrassing her, then she caught a glimpse of jealousy in Blake’s gaze. Revenge reared its beautiful head.


  “I’m not going to lie, Justin,” she said as she fanned herself. “I’m really looking forward to Ned’s day to pose. He’s February, and I’m envisioning putting him on my bed with red silk sheets, completely naked, except for a box of chocolates covering his—”


  “I think we get the gist,” Justin said, cutting her off and pretending to shudder. “We don’t need to hear the dirty details about your photo shoots with all those sexy bachelors. Good thing you’re single. You can have some fun as you work.” He winked at her, careful to make sure Blake couldn’t see his face.


  Chloe loved her oldest brother and his nose for mischief. She had absolutely no intention of posing Ned that way and Justin knew it, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t help her get a few digs in at Blake.


  “I didn’t realize the photos were going to be risqué,” Blake said.


  Mama frowned. “Neither did I.”


  Oops. Chloe would have to tell her mom she was joking before she left today or she was liable to receive concerned phone calls from every woman on the fundraising committee tonight.


  The rest of the meal passed much more easily than Chloe would have expected. Conversation turned to innocuous things as Justin described his latest project and Caliph and Jennifer talked about the long weekend trip they’d planned to take to Key West. Blake was a polite guest, answering questions about his work and complimenting her mother’s cooking.


  Once dessert and coffee had been consumed, the family began to rise. Jett and Justin made their goodbyes, both claiming to have other plans, while Zac, Jennifer and Caliph went to the living room to watch TV. Her mother was tidying the kitchen, which left Chloe alone with Blake.


  Blake peered toward the kitchen door. “Let me pop into the kitchen to thank your mom and then I’m going to head out.”


  Chloe nodded as Blake disappeared into the kitchen. She walked to the front door to wait, anxious to see the frustrating man on his way. Her insides felt like churned butter and she was tempted to move Blake’s photo shoot forward, simply so she could get it over with.


  She cheered herself up with a mental pep talk. She’d meet him at Lake Pontchartrain—she had no intention of ever getting on his motorcycle again—take the pictures, then turn around and walk away. This time, it was Blake who was going to see taillights. The whole thing shouldn’t take more than three or four hours. Surely she could survive that much more time in his presence.


  “That’s a deep thought.”


  She was startled by his voice, jumping slightly when she realized Blake was standing right next to her.


  She put her hand on the doorknob, ready to get him the hell out of her mother’s house, but paused. “Should I pat you down to make sure you aren’t sneaking off with something?”


  She felt horrible the moment the words crossed her lips, but there was something about seeing Blake again that was bringing out the worst in her. She didn’t consider herself a bitter person by nature, but for days, all she’d been able to summon was cold, hard anger. Well, that…and lust.


  Blake took her comment in stride, lifting his arms. “You won’t hear any complaints from me. Take your time on that area below the waist. Lots of pockets down there.”


  She blew out an exasperated breath, though she was able to admit she’d walked right into that one. “Don’t be such a pig.”


  “Hey, you’re the one who offered. I’ve never looked a gift horse in the mouth. Should I turn around?” He spun, lifting his hands to the wall. The position sent her eyes straight to his ass, which he wiggled for her amusement.


  One brief burst of laughter escaped before she could shut it down. Damn him. “Turn around and get out, you idiot.”


  “I love your laughter.”


  Chloe tried to ignore the tug his soft comment evoked. It had always been there between them—this electrical current that flowed hot and powerful, tying them together in ways Chloe could never understand…or fight. It was always sparks, heat, energy and painful need.


  “Walk outside with me.”


  Blake had her hand in his before she could refuse. It appeared his take-no-prisoners attitude was still there as well. She’d followed his lead when she was nineteen because she was young and inexperienced. If he still thought she was that same silly girl who would come merely because he beckoned, he was destined for disappointment. She tried to pull her hand away, but his grip tightened.


  They participated in a mini tug-of-war all the way to his motorcycle. Once they were there, he reached for a helmet. “Hop on.”


  She laughed at his audacity. “No.”


  “Get on the bike, Chloe. You need to get away for a little while. I can see it in your face. When is the last time you escaped, letting wind and the road take over until you forgot everything and everyone?”


  Ten years ago.


  She didn’t say it aloud, but something in Blake’s expression told him he knew the answer. “I’m not getting on the motorcycle with you. Not now. Not ever again.”


  “Yes, you will.”


  She narrowed her eyes. “Blake—”


  “Our photo shoot, remember? We’re taking the Harley to the lake.”


  “I have too much equipment. I’ll follow you there in my car.” She was pleased to see she’d stumped him with that. Clearly he hadn’t taken that into account.


  Blake leaned against his motorcycle casually. “So what are your plans for the week?”


  She shook her head at his audacity. “None of your business.”


  He lifted one shoulder at her dismissal. “Maybe. Maybe not. You taking pictures of the manhandler?”


  Chloe felt an uneasy flutter in her stomach. Blake Mills on a mission was never a good thing. He had the tenacity of a pit bull when he wanted something. She’d always blamed that on the fact he’d basically had to raise himself, given his father’s disinterest in his son and his lack of mother.


  “Again, none of your business.”


  “Give me your phone.”


  “Why?”


  Before she could stop him, Blake had one arm wrapped around her waist, the other diving into her back pocket. She placed her hands on his chest, intent on pushing him away, but the man was solid muscle, his chest rock hard. Once her phone was in his hand, he released her and took a step back. It bugged her that she hadn’t been able to break free on her own.


  He clicked the cell on, taking her to task for her lack of a passcode. He went to the contacts page and, as she watched, added his name and phone number.


  “I’m deleting that.”


  “No. You’re not. At least not until all of the calendar pictures have been taken. You’re going to be alone with these guys and, while your mom and the committee might trust their characters, I’d feel better if you had my number handy. You feel threatened, even just a little, you call me. Okay?”


  “I can take care of myself.”


  “Oh yeah?” Blake turned her phone off, grasping her once more. “Prove it.”


  “What?”


  He slid her phone into her back pocket, taking advantage of the opportunity to run his fingers over her ass. She tried to shove him away, but she’d have had more luck moving a mountain.


  “Break free from my hold and I’ll delete the number myself.” His arms tightened around her.


  Chloe’s mind whirled over all the self-defense moves her brothers had taught her when she became a teenager and got boobs. The more her body developed, the more intensive their training. “I don’t want to hurt you.” She put as much bravado into her tone as possible.


  Blake laughed. “Of course you do.”


  She noticed he’d positioned himself so that his balls were protected and her bent arms were trapped against his chest. She marveled at how familiar, yet different Blake’s body was. He’d always been tough as a young man, his body lean and fit, but now…


  Chloe couldn’t help but wonder what drove Blake to work out so much. Why did he need to be so damn strong? Blake had only shared skeletal notes of his childhood with her, never giving details. All she’d had to go on was his scant information, usually shared by accident, and her gut feelings. Yet, she’d always viewed him as a wounded beast, striking out at the world as a means of defense. Chloe had also thought she was safe from his swing, assumed she was different.


  She’d learned the hard way how wrong she was.


  “Don’t, Blake.”


  His arms loosened slightly. “Don’t what?”


  “Don’t set your sights on this. On us. It’s not gonna happen.”


  He didn’t move, continuing to hold her close. All of his attention, all of his focus homed in on her. She’d been the center of his universe for three glorious months. She remembered how special and wonderful that had been. Even so, it wasn’t worth the inevitable pain that followed. She wouldn’t play the fool for him again.


  “I get it, Chloe. I’m sure you think I don’t, but I do. If I were a better man, I’d accept that I hurt you, that you have every right in the world not to trust me and I’d keep my distance. You didn’t deserve what I did to you and I’m not real sure how to make up for that. Maybe I can’t. But the thing is, I’m going to try because I’m not a good man. I’m a selfish bastard. And I want you. I never stopped wanting you.”


  Chloe’s lungs seized as she struggled for air. There was determination written on every line of his face, but more frightening than that was the hunger in his eyes. She’d seen it before—in the faces of the foster kids her mother had taken in over the years. The kids had always looked like they were starving to death, like they would do whatever it took to get a bite of bread. Chloe knew that hunger wasn’t literal. What those kids—like Blake—wanted more than anything was love. Unconditional love.


  “I can’t give you what you want. Not the forgiveness. Not the understanding. And not the…” She couldn’t say the word love to him. Couldn’t let that single syllable out in his presence. “I’m not the girl I used to be.” She wasn’t sweet, trusting, or gullible anymore. He’d squashed those characteristics out of her, stomped on them until they simply vanished.


  Blake released her waist. She had only a split second of freedom before he took her face in his hands. She wanted to shove him away, but she was rooted to the spot. “Yes. You are. You’re still that girl and a hell of a lot more. But I’m more too. And I want a chance to prove that to you.”


  She started to shake her head, but Blake’s grip tightened. “Blake—”


  Her denial was cut off with a kiss. The second his lips touched hers, she was transported back in time. Their first kiss had been right here, in almost this exact same spot. They’d spent weeks circling around each other at the sub shop, her flirting while he made completely inappropriate but entirely hot sexual innuendoes. Then one afternoon, he’d offered her a ride on his motorcycle and she’d accepted. They had ridden around the city for nearly an hour as Chloe clung to his leather jacket and breathed in the humid Louisiana air. They’d stopped at the French Quarter, walking along the crowded streets until dusk, talking about everything and nothing. When he’d pulled up in front of her house that night, Blake had gotten off the Harley, taken her face in his hands and kissed her.


  It had felt just like this—exciting, scary, overwhelming, powerful. And then—like now—Chloe had been helpless to do anything other than accept.


  Helpless.


  The word jarred, going through her like nails on a chalkboard.


  She placed her hands on his shoulders and pushed. Blake clearly hadn’t anticipated her refusal as he stepped back, slightly off balance at her rough shove.


  “I’m going inside.”


  He smiled. “Running away isn’t going to save you.”


  Her pride piqued. “I’m not running. I’m finished with the conversation. I’ll text you later this week once I’ve found a place to take your photo for the calendar. We’ll get it over with and then, this,” she waved her hand between them, “is over. Again.” She stressed the last word, letting it punctuate her sentence like an angry accusation.


  Of course, Blake didn’t acknowledge anything she’d said. “We’ll see.” Then straddled his bike, put his helmet on, fired up the engine and pulled away.


  Chloe balled her hand into a fist, wishing she had something—anything—to punch. Blake infuriated her, pissed her off, left her struggling to keep her wits.


  She released a loud “argh!” then muttered every bad name she could think of as she returned to the house. The front door had only just closed behind her when she heard her mother calling out for her to come to the kitchen.


  She sighed. The kitchen window faced the front yard, which meant her mother had no doubt witnessed the entire scene with Blake. Great. Her Sunday just kept getting better and better.


  “Did you need help with something?” Chloe asked, half-heartedly hoping for a reprieve. She didn’t get it.


  Her mother was sitting at the small kitchen table, sipping a cup of coffee and looking wearier than Chloe had ever seen her.


  Mama shook her head, then pointed to the chair across from her.


  Chloe decided to take the bull by the horns. There was no purpose to beating around the bush. “I guess you saw Blake kiss me.”


  Her mother didn’t reply at first. “Actually, no. I didn’t. I didn’t think it was my place to spy.”


  Chloe bit her lip, wondering if there was any physical way to kick her own ass. “It didn’t mean anything.”


  Her mother smiled, though the expression certainly didn’t depict happiness. “Aren’t you tired, Chloe?”


  Chloe was. Exhausted. But she couldn’t understand how her mother knew that. “What do you mean?”


  “Anger takes a lot of energy to maintain. You’ve been holding on to your Blake fury for nearly a decade now. Doesn’t that leave you drained?”


  Chloe swallowed heavily. Truthfully, until running into Blake this week, she thought she’d let go of all those old hurts. If someone would have asked, Chloe would have laughed and sworn she didn’t have any feelings for the man one way or the other. This past week had proven that belief false. She was harboring more pain and rage than she’d thought possible. And her mom was right. It was wearing her out…dragging her down.


  “I was just surprised to see him again. It sort of knocked me back to a bad time. But it’ll pass soon.”


  “No. It won’t. None of this is going to go away until you forgive him.”


  Chloe’s temper sparked. “Forgive him? God, Mama. At some point, you’re going to have to stop being a doormat, stop letting people take advantage of your kindness.”


  “I don’t think it makes me weak to try to find the good inside people. That’s not being a doormat. It’s being compassionate.”


  “And look what that compassion got you. Blake stole two hundred dollars from your purse. That was our grocery money for the week. Maybe you don’t remember how tight times were back then, but I do. We barely made it until payday at the end of the month.”


  Her mother reached into the pocket of her apron and pulled out a wad of money, tossing it onto the table between them.


  “What’s that?” Chloe asked.


  “Blake just gave it to me. Five hundred dollars. To replace the money he stole and to make restitution for the platter.”


  “That doesn’t cover it. Grandma Jeannette’s platter was a family heirloom—irreplaceable. It was the only thing that survived the fire that destroyed everything your family owned. You were just sixteen and you lost everything. Everything except that platter. Maybe you think three hundred covers it, but I don’t.”


  Mama sighed. “Chloe, you’re not mad about the money or the platter.”


  Chloe wanted to deny it, but couldn’t. In some ways, it was easier to maintain her fury over tangible things. That was simpler to explain to her mother. To herself. If she delved deeper, she’d have to admit to things she couldn’t find the words to express.


  “He said he loved me. Then he left without a word. Just disappeared for ten years. I guess in some ways he did me a favor. He taught me not to be such a sucker, not to believe everything someone tells me.”


  “Have you ever considered there might have been a good reason for his departure? Have you asked him why he left?”


  Chloe shook her head. She wasn’t interested in exploring ancient history. “It doesn’t matter now.”


  Mama reached across the table and took her hand. “Of course it does. As long as this is hurting you, the reasons matter. It’s time to swallow your pride, Chloe, time to put aside your anger and get some answers. Otherwise, I’m afraid you’re destined to be tired for a very, very long time and I couldn’t stand to see that.”


  “I’m sorry I called you a doormat. I didn’t mean it.”


  Her mother grinned. “I know. Now…about this plan to have Ned posing nude…”


  Chloe laughed, then spent the next hour reassuring her mother she and Justin were joking and that the calendar would be perfectly respectable.


   


   


   


  
Chapter Three


   


  Blake leaned against the wall of the building, watching the front door of the Blue Note. Chloe was inside the bar, taking photographs of one of New Orleans’ most talented and lusted-over jazz musicians. He wanted to pretend he was here to simply keep an eye on her. After all, one of the men posing for the calendar had apparently tried to manhandle her, and while he knew Chloe was perfectly capable of taking care of herself, he figured it wouldn’t hurt to be close by…just in case.


  Unfortunately, he knew the truth. He was so jealous, he could hardly see straight.


  He’d never been a possessive lover with any other woman in his life. The only one to ever evoke that emotion had been Chloe. He reached into his wallet and pulled out a tattered picture. He’d carried the photograph around with him for a decade—clinging to it like a lifeline through some of the darkest times of his life.


  The image of Chloe, riding his back, piggyback-style, as the two of them mugged for the camera never failed to help him find his way. Though she wouldn’t believe it, Chloe had helped him become the man he was today. She’d fallen in love with a boy who’d always thought himself unlovable. After all, his father declared him worthless on a daily basis and his mother had split when he was just six months old. From the day he’d been born, no one had ever looked at him the way Chloe had. Like he hung the moon. Like he was a hero. Like his life mattered.


  So…whenever he got lost or started down the wrong path, he’d pull out this picture and clean up his act, find a better direction. He wouldn’t be where he was today without her. Until he’d seen her again last week, he’d been content to maintain his distance because that was safer. For both of them.


  He had considered looking her up the second his feet hit the pavement of New Orleans almost six years earlier. After he left her, Blake had spent four years on the road, the first couple with his father. Sometimes they traveled alone, other times, they would ride with a motorcycle gang. He’d done a lot of things he wasn’t proud of during that time—petty thievery, vandalism, smoking pot and drinking heavily. He’d even participated in several fight clubs as a means of making money. He’d beaten up a few of his opponents badly, the images of their bloody faces haunting him too many nights.


  However, he’d walked away from it all the night his father and a few of his friends cornered a waitress in a bar parking lot where they had all spent hours getting wasted. Blake had sat with them, nursing the same whiskey, fed up with his life. He’d spent hours watching his father as the realization he was turning into his old man dawned hard. Looking at himself in the mirror behind the counter, he saw the same hard eyes, tight lines by his mouth and haggard expression. It was as if someone had dumped a cooler full of ice water over his head, forcing him to wake up, covering him with a freezing cold numbness that almost made his teeth chatter.


  When his father threw the struggling waitress onto the hood of a car and started to lift her skirt, the other men holding her down and tearing off her clothes, his dead soul came to life. He didn’t remember grabbing his father or pulling him away from the woman. There were only brief flashes of recollection in his memory. Of him pounding his old man into the asphalt. Of him beating the shit out of the other three men. Of the crying woman running away—her eyes reflecting absolute fear even though he’d just saved her. He didn’t blame her for being afraid. He could only imagine what he’d looked like in that moment. Too many years’ worth of rage had found their way to his fists and he was a man out of control.


  In the end, all he recalled was standing in the middle of a dark parking lot with four unconscious men and the sound of sirens in the distance. He’d hopped on his bike and never looked back.


  “Blake? What are you doing here?”


  Blake blinked, forcing himself to the present, shocked to find Chloe standing in front of him. How the hell had she left the bar and walked all the way across the street without him noticing? So much for this stakeout.


  Chloe looked completely annoyed. And a bit nervous.


  He grinned. He could work with that. “I just got off duty, so I thought I’d take a little walk.”


  She rolled her eyes. “Not much of a walk. I could see you from the front window of the Blue Note. You’ve been holding up this wall for the last twenty minutes. How did you even know I was going to be here?”


  “I’m a detective.”


  She smirked. “My mother told you.”


  He chuckled. “Yeah. I just wanted to make sure you were okay.”


  She sighed. “I’m perfectly capable of fending a guy off if he oversteps, despite my failed attempts with you.”


  He knew that, but he suspected she’d prefer thinking he was just concerned for her safety rather than the fact he was so jealous he couldn’t see straight, so he let the lie stand. “Are you finished for the day?”


  She shrugged. “I’m finished as far as working with Mr. January is concerned. Now I’m heading back to my studio to download the photos, find the best and tweak it.”


  “Have time for lunch?”


  She hesitated, but didn’t instantly refuse. Blake took that as a sign of progress. Before she could answer one way or the other, he pointed down Bourbon Street. “What do you say we grab some crawfish beignets at Bayou Burger?”


  Chloe crinkled her nose. “Please tell me you don’t still eat those.”


  Blake wrapped his arm around her shoulder, gently directing her toward the restaurant. Chloe fell into step easily beside him.


  “Gotta say, Chloe, I’m sorry to hear you’re still a finicky eater.”


  She scoffed. “The fact that I don’t cover every meal in hot sauce does not mean I’m picky. Quite the opposite, actually. It means I prefer to taste my food. You should try it some time.”


  He laughed, the two of them trading barbs about their eating habits all the way to Bayou Burger. It wasn’t until they were seated and their drinks ordered that Blake could lean back and relax without worrying she’d change her mind and run.


  “It was good to see your family again on Sunday, but I’m not sure who Zac is.”


  Chloe took a sip from her water glass. “He’s my foster brother. You wouldn’t have met him. He came to live with us the summer after you…” She paused.


  There was no point pretending. “After I left,” he finished for her.


  She nodded. “He and his younger brother, Noah, were removed from their home when their mother was arrested for prostitution and drugs. Zac was fifteen and Noah was only twelve. Before they came to stay with us, they’d been living in a house with no running water and eating whatever they could steal from dumpsters behind restaurants.”


  The story sounded familiar. Blake had done a bit of fine garbage dining himself when he was younger, but Chloe didn’t know that. He’d never told her anything about his childhood because at the time, Blake had worried she would either dump him or worse, pity him. There were times he wished he could go back and kick his nineteen-year-old self’s ass for being such a prideful idiot.


  Listening to her tell Zac’s story, he didn’t hear sympathy as much as anger toward the boys’ mother.


  “How long did they stay with you?”


  Chloe sighed. “Two years the first time. Then the court—in its less-than-infinite wisdom—gave them back to their mother. Their lives returned to more of the same, only worse. Their mother kept smoking crack and sleeping with men for drug money. One of the guys—a customer—beat Zac up one night. It was really bad. Noah was scared so he ran to a neighbor’s house and called my mom. She phoned the police, then all three of my brothers. They got to the house just before the cops and found Zac in a bloody heap on the floor.”


  “Jesus.” Blake couldn’t imagine how hard it would have been for those young boys to spend two years in the loving, safe Lewis home, only to have to give that up to return to the slum. Then he recalled the few times he’d found security in his young life. Every single time, he’d willingly given it up and gone back to the hell that was life with his dad.


  “Mama said she’d never been so scared in her life. She thought Zac was dead. Anyway, Caliph stayed with Zac, while Jett and Justin helped Mama and Noah pack up all their belongings.”


  “What about Zac and Noah’s mother?”


  “She’d been passed out in her bedroom. Didn’t even realize anything had happened to Zac. She came out in the hall and started screaming at my mother because she thought she was stealing her sons. She told them to get out, to leave her boys alone. Justin said Mama looked that woman straight in the eye and told her she should be ashamed of herself.”


  Blake fiddled with his fork, chuckling. “Did it work?”


  Chloe grinned. “What do you think? Mama’s good at guilt trips. It’s pretty much the way I was raised. She only had to look at me with that I’m so disappointed face and I’d crumble like a house of cards.”


  Blake laughed. “I remember that. She used that look on me a couple times. It’s powerful.”


  “Justin said the lectures we’d gotten as kids were small potatoes compared to the speech she gave Zac and Noah’s mom. He said he was nearly in tears and begging for forgiveness himself and he hadn’t done anything wrong. Their mom fell apart when she saw Zac lying on the floor and she asked my mother to take her boys, to give them a chance to grow up safe and healthy. They’ve been ours ever since.”


  “What happened to their mom? Did she straighten her act out?”


  Chloe shook her head sadly. “She’s still alive. I know Zac goes to see her every now and then, takes her some food and medicine, but no. There wasn’t a happy ending. She’s still addicted. You know how that goes.”


  Blake knew only too well. “Yeah, I do.”


  “Did you really arrest your dad?”


  He nodded. He’d been expecting the question ever since he stupidly made that comment at Sunday dinner. “I did.”


  “That couldn’t have been easy.”


  Blake shrugged as he recalled the near-rape in the bar parking lot. In some ways, putting his dad in prison had been a hell of a lot simpler than he would have thought. “My dad and I had parted ways several years before the arrest. He’d been a criminal, on some level, for my entire life. Stealing, drunk driving arrests, drugs—selling and using—assault, you name it, it was on his rap sheet.”


  “Why didn’t you ever tell me that when we were dating?”


  Blake wasn’t pleased with his answer, but it was the only one he had. “Pride.”


  She frowned. “What?”


  He released a long breath. “You weren’t like any other girl I’d ever dated, Chloe. You didn’t come from the same place I did. When I was with you, I could pretend I wasn’t that guy.”


  “What guy?”


  “My life wasn’t all that different from Zac and Noah’s. Only I was dealing with a drunk dad instead of a strung-out mother.”


  “I wish…”


  Chloe’s whisper faded away, leaving Blake to fill in the blank. What did she wish? That she’d known? That Mama Lewis had shown up in the middle of the night and dragged him out of hell? That he hadn’t been such a prideful, puffed-up idiot?


  He smiled. “There are a lot of things I wish too. But none of that matters. I’ve done a lot of things I regret, Chloe, but I can’t let my mind linger on that too long. Everything that’s happened has made me the man I am today.”


  She studied his face in silence, glancing away briefly. Then her eyes lifted to his once more. They were shuttered, closed and he knew she was finished with this conversation.


  The waiter brought their meals and they allowed the conversation to drift to safer realms. Chloe talked about her experiences putting together her book and he shared some of his more humorous arrest stories just so he could hear Chloe’s laughter.


  Once he’d paid the bill, he took her hand, offering to walk her back to her place. She didn’t refuse.


  When they arrived, she invited him inside, giving him a tour. The studio apartment was a large, wide-open space, filled with sunlight and color. It suited Chloe perfectly. Near the front door, she’d set up her portrait area with lighting and backdrops, tripods and cameras. Then, they walked farther into the room to her living area. A plush couch and ottoman flanked by two recliners all faced the large-screen television.


  Blake whistled. “Damn. Man cave.”


  She laughed. “Yeah. My brothers and I are huge hockey fans and I was tired of all of us trying to cram ourselves into Jett’s shoebox apartment on game nights.”


  “Why not go to Justin’s? Didn’t he mention something on Sunday about his house?”


  Chloe nodded. “Yeah, but he lives too far out of town. The trek there and back in a cab is a pain. And Caliph’s work schedule changes all the time.”


  “So you put a hockey haven in your apartment.”


  She grinned. “Yep. Between October and April, you can find at least a couple Lewises here almost every night, depending on the match-ups.”


  “Sounds like fun. I’m a Maple Leaf fan myself.”


  Chloe looked horrified. “Dear God. I didn’t think anyone rooted for Toronto unless they were forced to because they lived there. You must be a glutton for punishment.”


  He narrowed his eyes. “They aren’t that bad.”


  She shuddered, clearly enjoying the opportunity to push his buttons. “Yeah, well, they aren’t that good, either.”


  “You and I are going to make a wager once the season starts back up.”


  “What makes you think you’re still going to be around come October?”


  Blake reached for her before she could read his intent. He tugged her body flush against his until he could feel her hot breath on his face. “I’m going to be here.”


  She opened her mouth to chastise him, but there was only one way he’d accept her tongue-lashing and that was literally. He kissed her, holding tightly—partly out of fear she’d try to stop him and partly because there was no way he could resist the feeling of her body pressed against his. The last decade melted away—all the pain, anger and loneliness fading until there was nothing left, but this moment. And them.


  Chloe wrapped her hands around his neck, the action lifting her breasts higher against his chest, capturing his attention. Keeping one arm around her waist, he brought his left hand up to cup her breast.


  Chloe’s lips left his as she released a sharp, excited breath. Blake increased the pressure of this touch, squeezing, kneading. Neither of them sought to continue the kiss. Instead, Blake placed his lips to her forehead as Chloe panted softly, her quiet mews encouraging him. He ran his hands under her shirt, savoring the softness of her skin. He stroked his way around her waist, up her sides until he found the breast he’d just left. He smiled when he felt her lacy bra, the texture reminding him of the first time he’d ventured under Chloe’s shirt. Her breasts were slightly smaller then.


  However, Chloe’s response was just the same. Her breathing was heavy, her body so hot, he wondered how she wasn’t burning his fingers. Her hips—now, like then—ground against his, taunting his cock, driving him insane with need.


  When he was younger, he’d insisted they were made for each other. Chloe would laugh and tease him, claiming it was the girl’s job to be the silly romantic, not the guy’s. However, after years spent trying to find warmth in the arms of too many women, he realized it hadn’t been a foolish dream. It was the truth.


  Blake ran his hands along the top of her bra, enjoying the slight shudder his touch provoked. Then he dipped his fingers beneath the lace, delving deeper until he found what he was searching for.


  “God!” Chloe jerked when he lightly pinched her nipple, but his arm was still wrapped around her back and it kept her from escaping. Not that she was trying to. She plunged her hands into his hair, gripping it so tightly it stung. He didn’t care. He relished the pain, loved feeling her passion, her need. It made him feel less alone.


  He pinched her nipple again, firmer this time. Chloe’s hips thrust against his and he wished there weren’t so many damn clothes between them.


  That thought prompted action. He reached for the button on her jeans, delighted when Chloe mimicked the motion on his pants.


  “I want you, Chloe,” he whispered, needing to make sure she understood. If they took their pants off, he was lying her down on the couch and taking her.


  “Hurry up.”


  Her words hit him like the loud bang of a starter pistol. The only sounds in the room were those of the rushed flurry of hands as they unzipped and tugged down their jeans, of shoes hitting the floor, of a foil condom wrapper crinkling and Chloe’s soft cry when Blake lay her down on the couch and came over her. He pushed his cock deep inside her with one hard thrust.


  It wasn’t until he was completely buried that they paused, both of them panting, air being sucked in and blown out loudly. Blake rested on his elbows above her, studying her flushed face, her closed eyes.


  “Chloe. Look at me.”


  Her eyelids flittered open, her vision clearly fuzzy. He waited until her focus returned. He saw the moment it happened because a crease formed in her brow. They’d acted on impulse, neither of them considering the consequences of what they were doing until now.


  Blake’s heart raced and his jaw clenched as he resisted the overwhelming need to thrust, to pound, to fuck.


  “I won’t be another regret.”


  She frowned. “What?”


  “I know you regret what happened between us all those years ago and I wish there was some way I could go back in time and change what I did, but I can’t. I can’t undo the hurt, Chloe. Can’t fix the mistakes.”


  “Blake—”


  “But I’m telling you right now, I can’t be another regret in your life. If that’s what this is going to be, say so and I’ll stop.”


  She didn’t speak for several tense moments. Blake held his tongue, gave her time to decide while silently praying he’d have the strength to leave her if that was what she asked.


  Finally, she cupped his cheek in her hand. “I don’t want you to stop.”


  It was all he needed to hear. He lifted his hips until his cock was just barely inside her, then slid in again. She wrapped her legs around his hips as his thrusts grew harder, went deeper. Chloe worked free the buttons on his shirt, not bothering to remove it. She simply slid her hands beneath the cotton, her nails scratching their way along the muscles of his shoulders and back. She’d left her mark the first time he’d taken her too.


  Chloe may have been the virgin when they succumbed to this passion ten years earlier, but she’d been the one to teach him. About burning, heart-pounding lust. About craving. About giving and taking and what it truly meant to be hungry. He may have spent too many nights with an empty belly as a child, but until Chloe, he’d never suffered genuine hunger.


  And he’d never experienced sex mixed with love until her. Hell, he hadn’t felt it since.


  Not until now.


  Chloe’s hips lifted to meet his and her soft groans told him exactly how close she was. He reached down, intent on drawing more than just one orgasm from her. He’d spent years dreaming of having her under him once again. He wasn’t going to waste the opportunity.


  He pressed her clit firmly, loving the wild, unrestrained response it provoked. Chloe’s back arched as she released a loud cry. He thought he’d loved the sound of her laughter, but that music was a far second place. Blake waited a few seconds as Chloe trembled, her climax running its course. Then he fired the trigger again. He stroked her clit as he increased the speed of his thrusts.


  Chloe gasped, shaking her head. “I can’t. Not again. Too much.”


  He kissed her roughly, cutting off her refusal. He knew her too well to be fooled by such a lie. They’d spent a summer in each other’s arms. He remembered exactly how many times she could come in a night and they weren’t even close to that number yet.


  His kiss combined with his finger on her clit and his cock pounding inside her hot pussy pushed her over the edge a second time. This time, he didn’t stop moving, working instead to draw the sensations out, prolonging the pleasure for her.


  As the orgasm subsided, Chloe’s arms left his shoulders, dropping heavily to the couch cushions beside her. Her eyes were closed—her face the perfect blend of exhaustion and bliss.


  “We’re not finished.”


  She blinked rapidly, forcing her gaze to his. “I’m out of shape. It’s been a few months since…”


  Blake laughed. “It’s been almost two years for me. So get your second wind. There’s no way I’m letting this end so fast.”


  “Years?” Her skeptical expression was flattering…and slightly insulting.


  He narrowed his eyes. “Yeah. Just so we’re clear on this, I’m not some sex-craved pervert sleeping in a different bed every night. I do have standards.”


  Chloe shook her head in mock disappointment, laughing softly. “Damn. Such a shame. What happened to the horny, gets-hard-when-a-strong-wind-blows bad boy I fell in love with all those years ago?”


  He knew she meant her words as a joke, but all he could focus on was the reminder that she used to love him. He’d thrown that away because of pride and stubbornness. “A week ago, I would have said he was gone, but now…”


  Blake punctuated the pause with a quick, hard thrust. Chloe gasped, her arousal firing hot once more.


  She tightened her legs around his waist. “Do that again.”


  He tilted his head, considering. He’d never taken the submissive role in the bedroom and he didn’t intend to now. He held still as Chloe worked hard, trying to force him to move. She lifted her hips as much as her position underneath him would allow. When that failed, she dug her heels into his back, trying to push him as low as she could.


  When all her attempts proved fruitless, she stopped moving and gave him a dirty look. “You joined the police force and yet, you still suck at following commands.”


  He chuckled, kissing her lightly on the cheek. A decade apart hadn’t changed one thing. It still felt as if Chloe knew him better than he knew himself. “I’m a model detective. But doing my job there and doing it here are two entirely different things. Put your hands above your head.”


  “Why?”


  He lifted one eyebrow, letting his impatient look answer the question. She lifted her arms, resting her hands in a position of surrender. It turned him on. A fact that wasn’t lost on Chloe as his cock twitched and grew even harder.


  She sighed. “Liar.” The word wasn’t spoken with malice or accusation, but he was confused by the name. Then she added, “You are still a very bad boy.”


  He grinned, pleased, then bent his head to take one of her nipples into his mouth. They hadn’t shed a damn piece of clothing besides their pants—something he would rectify the next time—so he added extra pressure, sucking harder, making sure she felt his touch through her blouse and bra.


  Her back arched as she attempted to keep his mouth there. He added his teeth to the game, nipping lightly at first, then digging deeper.


  She cried out, not in pain, but in true pleasure.


  He lifted his head. “And you’re still trying to pretend you’re a good girl.”


  She cupped his face with one of her hands, intent on pushing him back to her breast. Blake gripped her wrist firmly, pressing it against the couch cushion above her head. “Don’t move your hands or I’ll tie you up. I have my handcuffs with me.”


  Her pussy clenched tightly against his cock. Blake fought to restrain a groan, stars forming behind his eyelids. Chloe had liked it rough; her sexual needs a mirror image of his. At nineteen, he’d chalked it up to her innocence, believing her desires were fueled by genuine curiosity. Now he knew it was more than that. Not all women were created equal.


  Blake pushed off his elbows, grasping Chloe’s wrists in his hands, forcing them into the cushion. The power play, the show of strength had Chloe’s eyes drifting closed, her body shuddering with need.


  “Please, Blake.” Her voice was soft. He knew what she was asking for.


  He withdrew from her body until just the tip of his cock remained and then he shoved in hard, going as deep as their bodies would allow. Chloe didn’t shy away from his almost brutal thrusting. Instead, she added her own fuel to the flames, joining the rhythm, driving her hips up as he came down. The only sound in the room was that of their mingled cries and the slapping noise of skin on skin. Blake’s grip on her wrists slipped a bit as both of them started to perspire, the temperature in the studio rising to rival that of the sun.


  Neither of them stopped for air or for rest. Instead they kept fighting for climax, two bodies slamming together in a selfish search for completion. Chloe came first…and second. Two orgasms, one right on the heels of the other. She groaned loudly, trembling, but when Blake refused to give way, to stop, she quickly recovered, rejoining the race.


  When he finally approached his end, Blake released one of her wrists, letting his fingers drift along her body to her clit. He wanted to feel her coming around him again as he found his own pleasure.


  Chloe jerked when he touched the swollen, sensitive nub. “I can’t,” she cried.


  He stroked her clit faster. “Yes, you can. You’re going to come with me, Chloe. You and me. Together.”


  She gasped and he felt the familiar fluttering of her pussy. She was almost there. Thank God. Blake was seconds away from falling over the cliff himself. Chloe pushed him off. Her inner muscles clenched, squeezing his cock almost painfully. He dropped to his elbows as he came, jet after jet of come filling the condom.


  “God.” The word felt as if it was ripped from his chest. Every muscle in his body tensed in beautiful agony. How much time had passed since he’d been this affected by sex? He knew the answer to that.


  Ten years ago.


   


  Chloe lay beneath Blake, refusing to open her eyes. She’d told him she wouldn’t regret it.


  But she’d lied. And not for the reasons he might think.


  Chloe had done some serious introspection since the conversation with her mother. She’d comprehended the wisdom in her mama’s advice. Chloe needed closure where Blake was concerned.


  She’d had her heart broken by him when she was young, inexperienced, foolish. As a result, she’d held on to that pain, harbored it, made it larger than it should have been. She was an adult now, a woman, and she was no stranger to love affairs or casual sex.


  Chloe believed if she slept with him just once more, she’d realize she had built him up to some mythological proportions that were inaccurate. A brief, one-time fling with Blake would prove to her that he was a man just like any other and she’d be able to let go of her sex-god beliefs and move the hell on.


  So much for that idea.


  “Closing your eyes isn’t going to make me disappear.” Blake’s smug voice proved he knew she was trying to hide from the consequences of her actions.


  She didn’t open her eyes. “Maybe you’ll think I fell asleep and leave peacefully.”


  He kissed her cheek. She wished that friendly, platonic buss didn’t feel so freaking good. “I’m not leaving.”


  He was still buried inside her, his body covering hers in such a warm shelter, she found it hard to remember why this was wrong.


  Chloe released a long breath, then let her gaze find his. He was more handsome now than he’d been at nineteen. Though he’d never had a boyish look, not even when he was younger, some of the hard lines around his mouth and eyes had softened.


  “You don’t look as pissed off at the world as you used to.”


  Blake chuckled, unoffended by her remark. “People don’t annoy me as much these days.”


  She needed to get away from him—put some distance between them before she said or did something else completely stupid. Chloe lightly pressed on his shoulders, surprised when he gave way easily. He sat, helping her up as well. He made no move to stop her when she rose and began to tug on her jeans. Mercifully, they’d limited the disrobing to just the waist down.


  Blake stood as well, walking to her kitchenette to throw the condom away before tugging his own pants on. Because of the open floor plan of her apartment, the only area of the place closed off by walls was the bathroom. She had placed a large Chinese screen at the foot of her bed to give the illusion of a bedroom and to hide the fact she had a tendency to leave her dirty clothes lying in a heap on the floor.


  She followed him to the kitchen, feeling some of her confidence return now that she was dressed again. Chloe opened the fridge and pulled out a couple of bottles of water. She tossed one to Blake, suddenly aware that he hadn’t bothered to button his jeans or shirt back up. They both hung open in a way that was far too sexy for her peace of mind.


  She reached up to her hair. She’d started the day with a loose ponytail, but most of it had escaped the elastic band. She felt around, trying to find the band, intent on repairing the mess.


  Blake took a long swig of water then crossed the room, taking her in his arms. He reached up and tugged her hands down. “Leave it. You look tousled and sexy.”


  “Blake.” She needed distance.


  “What do you say for the encore we take all our clothes off and try to make it to your bed?”


  She scowled. Cocky, arrogant asshole. “Actually, you can take the rest of that water to go. I have work to do. Thanks for the trip down memory lane. It was fun.”


  Chloe hoped she’d infused just the right amount of dismissal and hell-will-freeze-over-before-we-fuck-again into her tone.


  Apparently she had because Blake’s brows furrowed. “You think that was a one-night stand?”


  “It might be more accurate to say it was a one-afternoon stand.”


  Blake shook his head. “Think again.”


  He hadn’t released her. Instead, he’d tightened his grip, letting her feel just how much he wasn’t finished with her yet. How in the hell could he be hard again already? Then she considered the foolishness of her thought. This was Blake. The more things changed, the more they stayed the same. He’d always been ready to roll when it came to sex.


  She wanted to hate his alpha power plays, wanted to be pissed off by them. And in a lot of ways, she was. Unfortunately, they also triggered some latent desire to be completely dominated by him. Not in everyday life—that would drive her nuts and force her to cut his penis off.


  But in the bedroom…sexually…God yes.


  Before she could respond, the door to her apartment slid open. Justin and Ned walked in. Chloe tried to push Blake away, but he held fast.


  “Let go of me,” she muttered when she caught her older brother’s dark look.


  “You heard her,” Justin said, his fists clenched. Great. Nothing like adding embarrassment to mistake.


  She’d been wrong to think she could open the door a crack for Blake and not expect him to push it wide and walk in.


  Justin’s gaze took in her messy hair and Blake’s open shirt, his scowl growing. It was far too obvious what had taken place here.


  Time for distraction. She shrugged out of Blake’s arms, flushing hotly when he reached down to zip up his jeans, not bothering to hide the action from her brother and his business partner. “What are you doing here, Justin?”


  “You and Ned have an appointment to discuss the calendar, remember? We had a work meeting on this side of town, so I rode with him, figured I’d chill on your couch while the two of you worked out a plan for Ned’s pose.”


  Ned grinned, obviously sensing her desire to diffuse the volatile situation. “He was planning to be a pain in the ass, making me regret volunteering to do this damn thing. If it had been anyone other than Mama Lewis asking, I would have said no.”


  Chloe smiled gratefully. “I’m sorry. I forgot about the meeting. Give me a second to…” To what? What was she supposed to do now? Blake didn’t look like he was going to go peacefully.


  Justin crossed his arms, letting her know he was going to watch her every move. She shot him a dirty look, then turned to Blake.


  “I really do need to get back to work.”


  “What are you doing for dinner tomorrow night?”


  She rolled her eyes. He was like a dog with a bone. “Listen, Blake. We tried the relationship thing once and it failed…miserably.”


  “We were kids, Chloe. That hardly counts as a serious attempt.”


  He was right, but that didn’t mean the way things ended hadn’t hurt. A lot. “I’m nothing like the girl I used to be.”


  “So we’ll go out for dinner, get reacquainted.”


  “Looks like you already did that,” Justin muttered.


  She turned around. “Dammit, Justin. Mind your own business.”


  Blake buttoned his shirt. He leaned closer, keeping his ultimatum quiet enough only she could hear it. “I’ll go as soon as you agree to dinner.”


  “That’s blackmail,” she whispered.


  He didn’t reply. Just gave her that wicked, bad-boy grin that always got her into trouble.


  “Fine. But just dinner. Nothing else—not a movie or dancing or coffee at my place afterwards. And I’m meeting you at the restaurant. No riding together.”


  Blake looked like he might argue, but she raised her hand to cut him off. “Those are my conditions. Take it or leave it.”


  “Fine. I’ll call you later with the details.”


  She shook her head. “Just text me.” Until she gathered her wits about her, she wasn’t about to get roped into another conversation with him. Texting was safer.


  Blake nodded, then kissed her, the touch too fucking familiar and sexy when his tongue brushed hers.


  She half-heartedly pushed at his shoulders. She was about to get the mother of all ass-chewings from her brother. Of course, that was a given. So…she might as well get her money’s worth. She felt Blake’s brief spark of surprise when her tongue entered his mouth and she gave his ass a quick squeeze before she stepped away.


  “Goodbye, Blake,” she said, proud of the strength in her voice.


  He grinned. “I’ll talk to you later.”


  Justin didn’t bother to step out of the way as Blake left. The two men faced each other like adversaries on the battlefield and for a moment, Chloe thought she might have let her guard down prematurely.


  Then Blake stepped around her brother, leaving without another word. Chloe released a long breath when Blake slid the door closed behind him.


  “Does somebody want to confirm that’s who I think it is?” Ned asked.


  Ned Stevens had been Justin’s best friend since their freshman year in college. They were assigned as dorm roommates and they’d been inseparable ever since. In truth, Ned had become a member of the family, another damn overprotective brother. Just what Chloe needed.


  “My old boyfriend, Blake,” she answered, realizing the simplicity of the answer would never satisfy either man.


  “Are you sure he’s not a current one?” Ned asked with a wicked grin.


  “What the hell was that, Chloe?” Justin threw his hands up in disbelief. She didn’t blame him. She’d been pretty cold to Blake at Sunday dinner. Now, forty-eight hours later, she was boinking the guy on her couch.


  “I don’t know what that was.”


  “The guy’s a thief,” Justin added.


  “He gave Mama the money back on Sunday.” Chloe wasn’t sure why she was saying that as if it forgave all. She certainly hadn’t felt that way two days ago.


  “Oh. Did he tell you why he took it and ran off?”


  Chloe shook her head. “No. I didn’t ask.”


  “Why not?”


  She couldn’t explain why she hadn’t asked Blake. Not even to herself. The question had been on the tip of her tongue every single time she’d seen him since his return, but something always caused the words to get lodged in her throat. “What difference would it make, Justin? We know he did it. Can you think of a good reason why he would steal Mama’s money and disappear without a trace for nearly a decade?”


  Justin considered the question briefly, and then shook his head. “No, I can’t. Which is why I don’t understand your reason for playing hide the salami with the guy again.”


  She blew out an annoyed breath. “Don’t be such a juvenile.”


  Her brother grinned, used to her admonishing him for his colorful, somewhat vulgar nicknames for sex. Justin wrapped his arm around her shoulder, pulling her close and placing a sweet kiss on her forehead. “Just be careful, pipsqueak. Maybe the guy has changed. But maybe he hasn’t. Keep your eyes open this time. Okay?”


  She nodded. Eyes open was her initial intent. Then Blake had fucked her into a state of delicious delirium and she’d allowed it to blind her once more.


  “So, tell Ned all about this idea you had for him, a bed, a box of chocolates and no clothes.”


  Ned crossed his arms and scowled. “I told you, Justin, I’m not doing that.”


  Justin’s face reflected pure mischief as he ignored his friend’s complaint. “And listen, Chloe, don’t waste a bunch of money on the big heart-shaped box. A small sampler will be more than enough to cover his—”


  Justin didn’t get to finish his joke as Ned punched him in the arm.


  Chloe laughed, grateful for their timely interruption and the welcome distraction. She spent the next hour plotting with Ned over possible locales and poses, while Justin cracked jokes at both of their expenses and made a general nuisance of himself.


  It was exactly what she needed.


  For now, it was her turn to escape.


   


   


   


  
Chapter Four


   


  Chloe had postponed her dinner date with Blake, putting him off for four straight nights. She hadn’t intended to skip out on him, but she’d been knocked down by a killer case of the flu. The illness had put her in bed for two days before she graduated to resting on the couch for two more. As a result, she was days behind on her shooting schedule and scrambling to make up for it.


  Blake had offered several times to take care of her, but she’d refused, claiming she didn’t want him to catch what she had. Even so, that hadn’t stopped him from making little deliveries outside her apartment door. One day, he’d left flowers, the next a quart of homemade chicken soup. Two days ago, she’d found an erotic romance novel. Inside Blake had written an inscription, telling her he hoped it would inspire her for the next time they went out. All it had done was leave her hot and bothered. And she’d been too worn out to use her vibrator to nip the problem in the bud. She’d read him the riot act for that after he called to see if she’d gotten his gift. Asshole had just chuckled and told her to hurry up and get better.


  Chloe ran a comb through her damp hair and sighed. She’d gotten a shower first thing this morning, hoping it would wake her up and give her some sort of energy. She was tired of being…well…tired.


  She dragged herself to the kitchen counter, fired up the coffeepot, then sat down to look at her calendar. If the models could be a bit flexible with their schedules, perhaps she could double up on shoots and still hit the publishing company’s deadline. She hated missing deadlines and refused to see the fundraiser lose even a single dollar due to her illness.


  She picked up her cell and for the next hour, rearranged everything until she managed to fit in every single model. While Chloe was laid up in bed, her mother had managed to find guys for the last two months, so they had a full year’s worth of hotness ready to roll. All Chloe had to do now was dash from one end of New Orleans to the other every day, then spend her nights choosing the best photo for each month and enhancing it.


  She looked at her schedule. Eleven photo shoots and twelve portraits to touch up in less than two weeks. She was screwed.


  Her phone rang. She glanced at the number and sighed. Her last model. Blake was the only man who hadn’t answered when she’d called. “Hey, Blake.”


  “Back in the land of the living?”


  He’d called her every day since their impromptu hook-up on Tuesday afternoon. It was strange how easily they’d fallen into familiar patterns. Blake called her as soon as he got off duty and then again before bedtime. Their conversations had only touched on safe subjects—like their jobs, the weather, sports—but they’d become the highlight of each day for her.


  She hadn’t questioned him about his disappearing act ten years earlier and they never addressed what his return in her life meant.


  “Yeah,” she replied. “I’m back and sort of wishing I could crawl under the covers and hide again. There’s no way I’m going to hit this calendar deadline.”


  Blake didn’t sound concerned. “Of course you can. I’m around if you need help.”


  “Uh, thanks, but no thanks. I tried to give you some photography lessons a long time ago. All you managed to master was dark and blurry.”


  Blake chuckled. “That was before I got my iPhone 5. Now I take great pictures.”


  Chloe groaned.


  “Besides, I wasn’t offering to take the photographs, just to lug your equipment, help you set up the shoots, stuff like that.”


  “And you’re doing this all out of the goodness of your heart and not because you want to play chaperone while I’m taking pictures of the shirtless, hot guys, right?”


  “Absolutely.” His tone was pure innocence, but she knew him better than that.


  “Forget it. You’d just clam jam me.” She restrained her giggle at the silence that followed her comment, then he gave into curiosity.


  “I give,” he said. “What the hell is a clam jam?”


  “Female equivalent of a cock block.”


  Blake snorted with laughter. “God. There is something seriously twisted and wrong with you. I blame it on all those brothers you grew up with.”


  She leaned back in her chair, propping her feet up on the one across from her. She was smiling and happy for the first time in days. In less than five minutes, Blake had found a way to make the stress she was feeling over her work vanish and the tension in her shoulders subsided.


  “So I see I missed your call. You putting off our date again?”


  She had called him for that reason. “Yeah, I’m sorry. I’m wicked busy.”


  “I understand.”


  “Hey listen, I need to try to find a time to do your photo shoot. Are you still determined to take the pictures on your Harley by the lake?”


  “Yep. And you’re riding with me.”


  “I told you, Blake, my equipment—”


  “Downsize it as much as you can. I borrowed a big-ass motorcycle bag from a friend of mine. We can put your cameras and stuff in there.”


  “What if it rains? My equipment costs—”


  He cut her off. “It’s waterproof.”


  “Why do you want me to get on that bike again so badly?”


  “Why are you so resistant?”


  Chloe wasn’t sure how to answer. They’d spent that entire summer so long ago on his motorcycle. It was the last time she’d felt carefree, wild, over-the-moon happy. He’d also driven off into the sunset on that motorcycle. While it wasn’t logical, it was easier to forgive Blake, the cop, the man who didn’t exist all those years ago, and hold on to her anger toward his bad-boy biker persona.


  “I just don’t think they’re safe.”


  Blake snorted at her obvious lie. “What day did you leave open for me?”


  “Let me see. I’m popping over to Justin’s office this afternoon to take the pictures of Ned.”


  “No box of chocolates in bed?”


  Chloe thought she detected the slightest trace of relief in Blake’s voice. “He wouldn’t go for that. The most he would agree to was an open shirt with a tie hanging around his neck. We thought it would look cool if he was sitting at the head of a conference table. Set it up for today because none of the employees will be in the office since it’s a Saturday.”


  “Sounds very tasteful.”


  No doubt she and Justin had given him a bad impression of what the calendar was about. Truth was all the pictures would be PG with none of the men exposing more than their chests and arms. Her musician had been sitting sideways on his piano bench, shirtless, in a vest and simple black pants as he toyed with a couple of keys. While she’d selected the shot she wanted to use, she’d come down with the flu before she could tweak the print.


  “It’s going to be a classy calendar.”


  “Of mimbos,” he added.


  She frowned, then a light went on. “You were eavesdropping on my phone call with Mama that first day.”


  “Yep.”


  She grinned wickedly. “Well, if you’re expecting me to take it back or revise my opinion, I won’t.”


  Blake chuckled. “You will. Eventually. I’ll make sure of it.”


  His deeply spoken threat was laced with just a hint of sexual malice. Chloe grew wet and warm at the thought of it. She pressed her legs together, suddenly annoyed at the way Blake could turn her into a raving sex maniac in mere seconds.


  “In fact, what are you wearing right now?”


  Chloe wanted to ignore his question, but that damn dirty book he’d given her had fired up some needs she really wanted taken care off. She hadn’t bothered to get dressed after her shower, just donning her robe.


  She decided to play hard to get. “Why do you want to know?”


  “Tell me, Chloe.”


  “Just a robe.”


  “Nothing under it?”


  She shook her head, trying to ignore how hot his questions were making her. “Nothing.”


  “Slip it open, but keep it on.”


  Chloe rested her phone between her shoulder and head as she untied the belt around her robe.


  She heard Blake chuckle softly. “There’s this feature on cells called speakerphone. Turn it on and put your phone down where you can still hear me. You’re going to need both hands.”


  “Blake,” she started.


  “Just do it.”


  “Where are you?” she asked, suddenly worried about him initiating phone sex with her in the middle of the precinct.


  “I’m at home. On my couch. Just got off-duty.”


  She turned the speakerphone on and placed the cell on the table. “Okay.”


  “Where are you in your apartment?”


  “My kitchen table.”


  “Nice. I want you to do what I tell you. Follow my instructions completely. If I suspect you’re cheating, I’ll come over there, toss you over my knee, and paint your ass red with my hand until you learn to obey.”


  The feminist part of her was outraged and tempted to hang up on him, but, at the moment, her libido was currently making all decisions.


  Blake appeared to have interpreted her silence correctly. “We both want the same thing right now.” His voice sounded more distant. Apparently he’d put her on speakerphone as well.


  “What are you doing now?” she asked.


  “Unzipping my jeans.”


  She licked her lips, sorry she hadn’t suggested postponing her meeting with Ned and inviting Blake over.


  Before she could make the offer, Blake took charge. “Cup your breasts. Lift them up and squeeze them.”


  Chloe dragged her hands along her stomach, surprised by the sudden sensitivity of her skin. How could Blake get her to this point with no more than a few words? She held her breasts, her nipples budded, ready.


  “Squeeze them hard. There’s no point in denying you don’t like your pleasure laced with pain.”


  Her face flushed, the response caused by embarrassment and need. She’d tried to hide her darker kinks from other lovers, always feeling slightly strange for her desires. She’d never had to do that with Blake. He’d just seen what she wanted and given it to her. No questions, no qualms. Hell, most of the time it seemed as if he wanted it even more than she did. Something she didn’t think possible.


  She applied the pressure to her breasts, pinching her nipples roughly. Her breathing grew heavier.


  “Are you touching your nipples?” he asked.


  “Yes,” she whispered.


  “Pinch them hard. Let me hear that pretty whimper of yours.”


  She tightened her fingers, suddenly self-conscious of her sounds.


  Blake’s voice when he spoke again, seemed breathless. “You can take more pain. Stop holding back.”


  She gave in to the desire, pinching her nipples harder than she’d ever dared. The sharp sting sent zings of pure pulsing arousal straight to her pussy. She pressed her legs together to capture the heat and moisture.


  “Are you wet, Chloe?”


  “God.” She felt lightheaded with need. “Yes.”


  “I’m so hard right now. My hand is wrapped around my cock, but it’s not the same as being inside you.”


  “Come over.” The invitation was out before she could consider why she shouldn’t issue it.


  “I can’t. You have to go to work soon. We’re just going to have to let this be enough for now.”


  This was nowhere near enough. Chloe fought to restrain her brief flash of temper, a disposition her mother said she’d inherited from Papa Lewis. Like her father, she was prone to impatience and while their tempers ran hot, they usually only blazed hot for a moment before they were able to rein it back in. “Dammit, Blake.”


  “Shh. It’s time to get serious. Keep one hand on your breast, while you drop the other lower. I want you to tell me how hot and wet your pussy is for me.”


  She obeyed his request, opening her legs. She drew her fingers along the seam, gasping at the sensations provoked by that simple touch. “Oh,” she cried.


  “You sound so sexy, Chloe. God, baby, you have no idea what you’re doing to me. The head of my cock is seeping come and my balls are tight. We’re going to have to move fast. I’m not sure how much longer I can hold off.”


  The gruffness of his voice told her he was telling the truth. Chloe wasn’t worried. It wouldn’t take much to push her over at this point.


  “Rub your clit. Push your fingers against it hard and fast.”


  Chloe did as he asked. She groaned then released her breast, using her free hand to grasp the edge of the kitchen table. She needed something to hold on to, to keep her grounded.


  “My cock is going to explode. Are you close?”


  “Yes,” she hissed, her fingers familiar with this motion. She was no stranger to masturbation and she knew all too well how to get herself off. Even so, this was way faster and so much hotter than anything she’d ever done. Knowing Blake was on the other end of the phone, imagining his hand stroking his own cock, his head thrown back against his couch with his eyes closed. It was as if he was sitting right in front of her, each of them performing their shows in person.


  “Push two fingers into that hot cunt. Shove them in deep and fast.”


  Chloe knew what would happen if she did that. Her climax would be inevitable.


  “Do it. Now, Chloe.”


  She pressed her fingers deep, thrusting them, pretending it was Blake’s cock that was pounding inside her.


  “Add another finger, baby. Make it bigger, thicker.”


  She obeyed, not bothering to slow her rhythm. She released the table and added her other hand to the game, fingering her clit, touching that one spot…that one place that made her…


  She cried out loudly. “Oh my God. Blake.” Chloe doubled over, her head flying toward her lap as her orgasm racked her frame. It was potent, powerful. Overwhelming.


  She could tell from Blake’s rough grunts that he was with her. She closed her eyes, letting herself see the jets of come erupting from his cock, landing on his shirt as the stroking of his hand slowed.


  For several long moments, the phone line was quiet except for the soft sound of Blake’s breathing. He was obviously listening to the same thing from her.


  “You still there, baby?”


  She grinned, dragging her fingers from her body, struggling to sit upright once more. “I’m going to need another shower.”


  He chuckled. “Wish I was there to scrub your back.”


  “That’s all you’d scrub?”


  “You ready to go again? So soon?”


  She groaned at the thought. If he were here, she’d definitely give it the college try, but the truth was she was zapped. While the flu had passed, she suspected she was still a few days away from full-strength. “No. Unfortunately, I’m not.”


  He seemed to understand. “I’ll take a rain check for the shower.”


  Damn man kept making these grand assumptions about their future. Granted, her actions weren’t helping to dissuade him. Even so, she still had too much pride for her own good.


  “You may be waiting a damn long time to collect on that. I’m still not planning to see you after the photo shoot.”


  Blake wasn’t deterred. “You will. So when are we meeting to take the pictures?”


  She glanced at the clock. She really did need to shower and dress then gather up her stuff for the shoot with Ned. She was in serious danger of being late. “What does tomorrow look like?” She hadn’t scheduled anything for Sunday, pretending it was so she wouldn’t miss Sunday dinner. Now that she was asking, she knew it was because she’d intended to give Sunday to him.


  “I’m on-duty.”


  Chloe tried to ignore her disappointment.


  “But I’m off next Sunday.”


  So it would be another whole week before she saw him again. Silently, she chastised herself. What was wrong with her? She was supposed to be over Blake Mills, not counting the minutes until she saw him again.


  She tried to chalk up her weakness to the flu. Clearly she was still sick and not thinking clearly. “How about next Sunday afternoon after dinner at Mama’s then? We’re usually finished eating by two, so we’ll have a few hours of good light.”


  “Is that an invitation to dinner?” he asked.


  “Are you sure you really want to push your luck and step into the lion’s den again?”


  “Mama Lewis will protect me. She likes me.”


  Chloe wanted to deny that, but he was right. Her mother had always had a soft spot for Blake. Chloe blamed it on her Mama’s tendency to root for the underdog.


  “You know the drill. Table is loaded with food by noon. Get there by then or we’re starting without you.”


  Chloe clicked off without saying goodbye, hoping that would make it clear she didn’t want to see him between now and then. She rolled her eyes.


  Sure you don’t.


  There was no way to ignore how excited she was about next Sunday.


   


  By the following Friday, Chloe was regretting agreeing to help out with her mother’s damn calendar even more than before. If she never saw another shirtless, beefcake, prima donna asshole again in her life, it would be too soon. With the exception of Ned—whose photo shoot was a blast—and a lovely pediatrician, the last five guys had run the gamut from God’s gift to women to more demanding than J. Lo on tour.


  Today’s shoot was the one she’d been dreading the most. With good reason. The manhandler had arrived in full-force.


  Javier Ramsey was one of New Orleans’ premiere chefs, his restaurant in the French Quarter winning national acclaim from all the critics and making it a local hotspot whenever the rich and famous came to town. Reservations for dinner were booked months in advance.


  Now Chloe was beginning to understand why he was so talented. It appeared he had at least a dozen extra hands, all of them managing to touch her constantly, and while his supposedly glancing blows hadn’t crossed the line to inappropriateness yet, he was getting damn close.


  Chloe reached up to adjust the lighting once more. Even though she’d told Javier to stand still so she could get it right, the man was behind her in an instant. He placed one hand on her hip as the other met hers on the light. His bare chest pressed against her back and she stifled the urge to curse. Their close proximity drew her attention to his erect cock.


  Great. This wasn’t going to end well.


  Javier had elected to wear just an apron, and while she knew he had boxers on beneath it, they wouldn’t appear in the picture. It was the most risqué portrait she’d done thus far and she was a little bit worried about her mother’s response when she saw it. Of course, none of that would matter if Mr. Hands didn’t stand still long enough for her to snap his picture.


  “Javier,” she said, her temper beginning to pique despite her attempt to remain calm. She’d been trying to set things up for nearly forty-five minutes, but Javier kept changing his mind about his pose. It was mid-morning and she wondered how long he could continue to stall before he’d have to give in and let her take the damn picture. The restaurant was opening in a few hours.


  During their initial meeting, he’d sat too close to her on her couch as they’d discussed their ideas for the calendar. He had asked her out, but she’d refused. Then he’d played the French card, kissing her on both cheeks as he left. That wouldn’t have bothered her if he hadn’t lingered on the second kiss and placed it a bit to close to her earlobe, adding a bit of hot breath to the touch.


  The guy squicked her out. Majorly. He’d called a few times since then, but she’d sent him straight to voicemail.


  “I don’t want you to burn yourself,” he murmured, his lips too close to her ear for comfort.


  She tried to take a step away, but he tightened his grip on her hip.


  “I really need you to stand over there so I can make sure the direction is correct.”


  “You are a very beautiful woman, Chloe.”


  She sighed and wondered how much it would piss her mother off if she brought her heel down on Javier’s foot and crushed all of his toes. Given his behavior, she suspected her mother would encourage it. However, she recalled the fundraiser committee’s glee when the famous chef had agreed to participate. They’d been thrilled, claiming his presence alone would sell tons of calendars.


  “Thank you,” she replied through gritted teeth. “I think the lighting is fine now. You can take your place.” She didn’t give a shit if his whole face was in shadow. She was snapping a few shots and getting the hell out of here.


  Javier didn’t appear anxious to move away, but mercifully, his sous chef arrived, an Amazonian woman named Elise whom Chloe had liked the moment they’d met. Javier released her and moved back to his place by the chopping board.


  “What do you want?” he barked at his assistant, clearly annoyed by the interruption.


  The woman must have been accustomed to his rude manner. “If we’re going to serve the tarte au pistou tonight, I need to begin preparing the ingredients before the rest of the staff arrives.”


  “We’re not finished yet. You’ll have to wait. Go away.”


  Elise seemed unfazed by her boss’s anger. She walked over to Chloe. “How much longer will you be?” While her question was innocuous, the concerned look on Elise’s face proved the woman was really wondering if she was okay.


  Chloe tried to decide if there was any way she could finish her job without making a scene. Perhaps Elise could help. She handed the woman her phone and spoke quietly, hoping Javier couldn’t overhear. “Do you mind clicking on my contacts, calling Blake Mills and telling him that I’m running late for our meeting. Tell him it would save time if he could meet me here.”


  “Of course.” Elise gave her a subtle wink—all too aware that Chloe was calling in the cavalry—and took the phone out into the main restaurant.


  Blake was at work and they didn’t have any meeting scheduled. Hopefully he’d catch the drift that Chloe needed help and he’d come over. She wasn’t all that worried about Javier trying something. Chloe was more than capable of fending off an overzealous womanizer. The problem was Javier wasn’t responding to her verbal warnings. All she had left was her right hook. If she pulled that out, he’d withdraw his agreement to participate.


  Chloe sucked at peaceful resolutions. She’d grown up in a houseful of boys. All disputes were handled quickly and efficiently…physically. While her brothers had never lifted a hand to hurt her when they were all kids, that hadn’t kept them from wrestling or tickling her into submission in order to get a toy or the last dessert.


  Javier started to walk back toward her, but Chloe threw her hand up to halt him. “No, don’t move. The lighting is perfect and I don’t want to lose my shot.”


  The spotlight was nowhere near right, but it was close enough. Javier seemed to struggle for a reason to approach her. Failing that, he returned to his original place. She adjusted the camera lens, tweaking the focus and the aperture. She also awaited the inevitable. They’d gotten this far in the process three times before and each time, Javier had declared the pose wrong for some asinine reason or another. The only thing giving her hope was that the man was beginning to run out of places in the kitchen to stand.


  Sure enough, just as she bent to click a shot, Javier threw up his hands. “This feels too awkward. I would never stand like this while cooking.”


  Chloe took a deep breath and counted to ten before speaking. “You aren’t cooking. You’re posing for a calendar. The idea of this shot isn’t to show you working, but to capture you in your workplace. You’re the one who chose to take the picture in the kitchen. Trust me. This pose is the best. Now hold still.”


  She plastered a fake smile on her face and decided if the asshole wanted to continue to bitch, he’d have to do so while she snapped away. She started clicking despite Javier’s refusal to pose properly. If the bastard thought he was going to blow this shoot and drag her back here again for another attempt, he was sorely mistaken. She’d give money out of her own pocket to send in another photographer. She knew a couple of large, no-nonsense male colleagues who would be only too happy to do her a favor.


  Chloe pretended Javier was doing a great job, even though she could see from his tight expression he was trying to come up with a way to stall. “Those are great. Now, what if you pick up one of the kitchen utensils? Grab that silver bowl. Maybe you’d feel better using props.”


  Javier hesitated, but Chloe kept snapping. Maybe the gods would take mercy on her and one of the shots would actually look good.


  “Perhaps you could show me what you mean.”


  It was a deliberate attempt to draw her closer. Chloe wasn’t biting. “You’re the cooking expert. I’m just the photographer. I’m going to switch lenses. Just find a way that feels comfortable and natural.” Chloe bent to grab the lens, intent on making the change as quickly as possible.


  When she looked at him once more, Javier was grinning, his pose perfect. Hallelujah. The guy must have caught her hint. She focused and started to snap.


  She’d only taken a few pictures when Javier turned around, pretending to reach for a pan hanging from a rack behind him. Chloe took two more pictures before her finger caught up with her brain.


  “Where the hell are your boxers?”


  Javier glanced over his shoulder, his slimy smile wide. “You said comfortable and natural.”


  “That’s not what I meant.” Chloe’s head was beginning to pound, her patience officially gone.


  “It would be easier if you came over here and posed me the way you wanted.”


  Chloe opened her mouth to inform the idiot the only way this would be easier was if he had a fucking brain, but at that moment, she was saved.


  “Hey, Chloe. Whoa,” Blake said, stopping mid-step. “Thought this calendar was PG.”


  Elise hovered just behind Blake. She giggled when she caught sight of her boss’s bare ass.


  “This is a closed photo shoot,” Javier said furiously as he turned back around, the apron mercifully covering something Chloe really didn’t want to see.


  “I’m going to go adjust the menu. There’s no way we’re going to get the tarts made today.” Before she left, Elise glanced at Blake, then gave Chloe an impressed look that said she approved of the cavalry.


  Blake walked over to Chloe and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. “I’m going to stick around. I’m Chloe’s assistant.”


  Javier’s face went red with frustration and fury. “I’m not comfortable working with another man in the room.”


  “I can see why,” Blake murmured.


  Chloe wavered between laughing hysterically and crying her eyes out. She’d been running a hundred miles an hour since recovering from the flu. Now she was starting to think a relapse of the illness would be a welcome respite.


  “Have your assistant wait outside.” Javier drew out the word assistant to prove he wasn’t buying Blake’s lie.


  Blake tucked a stray hair behind her ear before cupping her cheeks in his hands. The action was one of pure possessiveness. He didn’t speak as he studied her face. She wasn’t sure what he saw there. Probably because there were too many things to see. Chloe was tired, frustrated and, if she was being completely honest, somewhat amused by Javier’s ridiculous antics now that Blake was here and she felt safe.


  Mercifully, Blake didn’t pick a fight with Javier. Instead, he made it clear that Chloe was spoken for.


  Even though technically, she wasn’t. 


  “Take your pictures, Chloe. I’ll be right outside. How much longer do you need?”


  Chloe glanced at Javier and saw the man’s narrowed eyes. The chef didn’t like discovering she wasn’t available.


  Even though technically, she was.


  “Five minutes.” It would be a miracle if she got a useable shot in that amount of time, but she didn’t trust herself alone with the asshat chef for one second longer than that.


  “There’s no way we can finish in five—”


  Blake cut off Javier’s complaint. “I’ll be back here in five minutes to help you pack up your stuff.”


  “But—” Javier blustered.


  Blake tugged his phone out of his back pocket. “I’ll make a few calls while I wait.”


  “Thanks, Blake.”


  Blake walked out of the kitchen, but from the clomping of his boots, she could tell he hadn’t taken two steps into the other room before he stopped.


  “Is that your boyfriend?” Javier asked. “I thought you said you weren’t seeing anyone.”


  Foolishly, she had made that comment at their first meeting. She could only assume that was what had triggered open season on Chloe for the guy.


  She glanced over her shoulder, certain Blake had remained within listening distance. She’d love to lie and say he was her boyfriend, simply to get the octopus off her back. But, knowing Blake, he’d find some way to make her repay him for that deceit. Probably with sex.


  And with that thought, her libido reared its ugly head, assuring her it was a price it was more than willing to pay. It figured the one man who turned her into a raving sex maniac was also the one who’d broken her heart…and her trust.


  Chloe simply nodded in response to Javier’s question. Maybe that would cool his engines and Blake would be none-the-wiser about her pretending he was her boyfriend.


  “Yes what? Yes, you’re seeing him or yes, you aren’t seeing anyone?”


  “Javier, I don’t see why my personal life has any bearing on this photo shoot. I’m here to take your picture for this calendar and that’s it. Now, if you would just put your boxers back on and pick up that whisk, I could—”


  Javier was across the room in three long strides. He grasped her shoulders tightly, tugging her against his chest. When he spoke, his voice was quiet enough that Chloe knew he understood how close Blake was as well. “You must know how much I want you, Chloe.”


  “Let go of me, Javier. I’m really, really not interested.”


  The chef paused and Chloe got the sense he was confused.


  “Hasn’t anyone ever said no to you before?” she asked.


  He chuckled, the sound husky and deep. “Don’t be ridiculous. Of course not.”


  His answer—so completely cocky—made her laugh. Javier released her, joining in her mirth.


  She placed her hands in her front pockets. “Wow. You really are something.”


  “And yet, you’re not interested?”


  She shook her head. “Sorry.”


  “Not nearly as much as I am. Your boyfriend is a very lucky man.”


  For the first time, Chloe could see why other women would be attracted to the chef. After all, he was rich and famous, and attractive in a tall, boyishly handsome way. He rubbed elbows with Hollywood elite as well as international royalty. And he could cook.


  However, none of that was even remotely appealing to her. Her ideal man had dark hair and crystal-blue eyes with a muscular body that wouldn’t stop. He had a charming smile, wicked wit and a tattoo on his upper left arm.


  She made herself stop listing attributes. She was describing Blake. Dammit.


  “Our time appears to be running out. Shall we try to get in a good shot before your assistant returns?”


  Chloe nodded, relieved when Javier tugged his boxers on—though he kept his back turned toward her—making a show of it. Then he turned on the charm for the camera, posing as if he’d walked straight off the pages of GQ. Of all her models thus far, Javier was the most natural, knowing how to highlight his gorgeous features to perfection.


  Chloe had only snapped about two dozen shots when Blake returned, but she wasn’t worried. She could probably fill the entire calendar with just the last few pictures of Javier and the thing would sell.


  Blake didn’t speak immediately. Chloe wondered if he could sense the tide had turned. She flipped through the images on her viewfinder and, satisfied with the results, she looked at Javier and smiled. “All set.”


  Javier reached for his pants and shirt as Blake helped her pack up all of her equipment. Given the end result, she felt guilty for calling him. Though she suspected Javier wouldn’t have backed off if he hadn’t seen Blake in the flesh. And really, if the chef had touched her one more time, there was no force on earth that would have kept her from cold-cocking the guy. Then Blake would have been called in anyway…to arrest her for assault.


  “Sorry for bothering you when you were on duty.”


  Blake folded the legs on her tripod. “No problem. I actually wasn’t far from here, working on a case. I’d just finished interviewing a witness and was heading back to the precinct to type up the report. Your timing was perfect.”


  Blake had told her a little bit about the details of his job. She wondered how he could stand to spend so much of his day dealing with anger and sadness and pain. He investigated cases involving domestic violence, child abuse and rape.


  Javier walked over to say goodbye when they finished packing up. He gave Chloe two platonic kisses on the cheek, then—to her dismay—told Blake he was a very lucky man. Blake didn’t bother to correct him. Instead, he gave her a wink that told her she was in his debt.


  That didn’t bug her as much as she might have expected.


  Chloe retrieved her cell phone from Elise, thanked her for her help and she and Blake stepped out into the bright sunshine together.


  “What’s next on your list for today?” Blake asked as he placed her bags in the trunk of her car.


  “I’m taking pictures of Caliph. At the tattoo parlor.”


  Blake chuckled. “Sounds like your mom wore him down.”


  “I think it was actually a tag-team effort. Jennifer was fairly convincing too.”


  “Guess I don’t have to worry about your safety with your brother around. That’s a shame. I was enjoying being your bodyguard.”


  “I shouldn’t have called you, but I was dangerously close to pulverizing that guy, which would have pissed my mother off. I thought maybe if you showed up and I pretended that you were…” She wasn’t sure why it was hard for her to say “boyfriend” to him, but for some reason, it felt wrong.


  “Your boyfriend,” he finished for her.


  She nodded. “I thought that would make him back off and it worked. So I owe you one.”


  Blake reached for her. Chloe didn’t bother stepping away. Not when she wanted him to hold her. She was beginning to crave his kisses more than chocolate and that was saying something. “I think I like having you in my debt.”


  She narrowed her eyes. “I wouldn’t call this a debt. Just one friend owing another a favor. A very small favor.”


  Blake placed his lips against her cheek, the touch more caress than kiss. His breath was warm against her skin, sexy and sweet, all at the same time. “When can I collect my favor?”


  Her eyes had drifted closed, but now she opened them, her gaze taking in the busy street behind them.


  What was she doing? Blake Mills had stolen from her family, broken her heart, left without a trace for years and now she was letting him walk right back into her life without so much as a hi or bye. She was letting her body make the decisions—choosing sex over common sense.


  She took a step away. Blake looked as if he’d try to pull her back, so she added another step, more distance. “I can’t do this again.”


  “Do what?”


  She pointed to herself, then him. “This. Us. I’ve been down this road before and it didn’t end well.”


  “I’m not the same man I was when I was nineteen years old, Chloe.”


  “Why did you leave?” The words fell out unbidden, unwanted. Chloe hadn’t meant to ask because she didn’t want to know. In her mind, there was no reason good enough for him to do what he’d done. None.


  Blake ran a hand through his dark hair. In the sunlight, it was so black it shimmered like water. It betrayed the Italian heritage on his mother’s side, which was actually the only thing Chloe knew about Blake’s mother apart from the fact she hadn’t been around when he grew up.


  “I was wondering when you were going to ask me that.”


  “Forget it. It doesn’t matter.”


  Blake frowned. “Of course it does.” Before he could say anything more, Blake’s cell phone beeped. He read the screen and sighed. “I have to go. Domestic dispute. The neighbor just called it in.”


  She nodded. “Okay. I’m late for my shoot with Caliph anyway.”


  “I want to talk about this, Chloe.”


  She walked toward the driver’s side door and opened it. “I meant what I said. You and I are ancient history, Blake. I think it would be best if we just left all of this in the past and got back to life as normal.”


  “I’m not going to do that.”


  She gave him a sad smile. “I wasn’t asking.”


  Blake’s eyes darkened with a determination that told her she wouldn’t win this fight. “I’ll be at Mama Lewis’s house on Sunday for dinner.”


  Fuck. The photo shoot. “I have a friend who is a photographer. She’s really—”


  “No. You’re taking the pictures.”


  “Blake. Please. Why can’t you just let this go?”


  He walked toward her, cornering her. “I made a mistake, Chloe. Shit, I’ve fucked up a million times. But if I let you walk away right now, without explaining, without fighting for you, it’ll be the biggest mistake of my life.”


  He took advantage of the fact her mouth had fallen open. Blake’s lips landed on hers, kissing her roughly, telling her in no uncertain terms that this was nowhere near over.


   


   


   


  
Chapter Five


   


  Blake loaded Chloe’s equipment into the motorcycle bag he’d borrowed from a friend as she watched, quiet and tense. She’d been the same way all through her family’s Sunday dinner. Her mother had even remarked on her silence, but Chloe simply dismissed it, saying she hadn’t slept well the night before.


  Blake had followed her to her apartment on his Harley, refusing to budge when Chloe insisted she could drive herself to the lake. They were evenly matched on stubbornness, so Blake pulled out the “you owe me one” card, forcing her to give in.


  He turned to find her on the sidewalk, her arms crossed stiffly. Blake tapped her on the nose, hoping the playful gesture would help her loosen up. “You’re not facing the firing squad here. We’re just going for a ride on my Harley, taking some pictures and having a little talk.”


  Her shoulders slumped slightly as she released a sigh. “Fine. You’re right. Today’s conversation is about ten years overdue. Let’s get this over with.”


  Blake swallowed heavily as he considered what he’d say. They’d only dated for three months all those years ago. When he thought of it that way, it blew him away. Those ninety days had had a huge impact on his life.


  Problem was he’d been a jackass when he was younger, too embarrassed by his home life to come clean to his pretty little girlfriend. He’d painted a picture of some badass guy who went through life with no regard for following rules or obeying authority figures. It was easier to pretend he didn’t care what anyone thought of him than admit to Chloe how much he wanted her to look at him and see someone who was worthy of her love and respect.


  He placed a helmet on Chloe’s head, helping her with the strap before putting on his own. Then he threw his leg over the bike and gestured for her to hop on. The second her thighs rested against his, Blake felt himself transported back to the first time they’d ridden together. He’d watched her and her friends studying in the back corner of the sub shop where he worked for several weeks, his gaze constantly drawn to her bright blue eyes and her loud, infectious laugh.


  Most of the time, Blake lived in a rundown apartment on the wrong side of town. That was whenever his dad didn’t drink the rent money. During bad times, they crashed on the dirty floors of neighbors or even on the street. There weren’t too many happy people in his world and Blake felt as if he were constantly wading through a sea of misery.


  Chloe was the complete opposite of all that. She was light and sunshine and fresh air and laughter—all rolled into one beautiful package.


  Blake fired up the engine on his Harley, loving the way Chloe leaned into him, pressing her breasts against his back. He weaved his way carefully through city traffic, glad when they hit Interstate 10. Blake pointed the nose of the bike toward the west and pulled back on the throttle.


  Blake was never more at peace than when he was on his motorcycle. Sometimes it felt as if the roar of the engine was the only thing that could drown out his bad memories. He’d recognized that the first time he straddled a Harley. The feeling of peace the bike gave him hadn’t waned since.


  Chloe’s grip tightened around his waist, but he didn’t give way, didn’t slow down. He knew her, knew she loved this feeling of flying as much as he did. It was another way they were alike, in synch. Sometimes it amazed him how many similarities he and Chloe shared, given their completely different upbringings.


  For nearly an hour, it was just the two of them, soaking up the sunshine and the silence while letting the wind blow all the hurt away. Blake didn’t pretend that pain wouldn’t resurface, that the next few hours wouldn’t be difficult. He’d never talked about his past or his father. Ever. But complete honesty was the only chance he had at possibly regaining Chloe’s trust. And maybe even her love.


  He’d bare his soul to the world if it meant getting her back.


  Once they turned on Old 51 Highway, the traffic all but disappeared and soon, they arrived. Blake parked in such a way that Chloe could capture him and the bike with the picturesque view in the background.


  She studied his choice and nodded approvingly. “This will work.”


  She removed the helmet and started to retrieve her equipment from the bag. Glancing up at the sky, then back at him, she gestured toward the sun. “We’ll have to work fast in order to take advantage of the light.”


  He helped her set up the tripod, then moved the bike a couple inches this way or that as she tried to line up the perfect shot. Once she had the position she wanted, she pointed to his shirt. “Some guys have taken their shirts off completely, others have just unbuttoned them and left them hanging open. The musician wore an open vest with his jeans. It’s up to you. Whatever you’re comfortable with.”


  Blake stripped off his shirt without hesitation. With his chest bare, the badge he’d hung from his jeans showed better. They’d discussed whether or not he should wear his gun belt, but decided against it.


  Chloe rolled her eyes at his quick disrobing.


  “You didn’t really expect me to be shy, did you?”


  She shook her head, then bent down to fiddle with her camera. Blake was unnerved by her continued silence. Apart from discussing the photo shoot, she hadn’t engaged in any real conversation. He’d let her get away with that until their work was finished. After that, all bets were off.


  She snapped a couple of shots she called testers then nodded approvingly at whatever she saw in the viewfinder. “The crash point on this setup is amazing.”


  “Crash point?”


  “Sorry. Photography slang. It’s just an expression someone used in one of my classes once that stuck with me. Basically, it has to do with symmetry and the rule of thirds. You are the crash point. Everything in this image draws the viewer’s eye to you.”


  She didn’t bother to explain further. Instead, he stood, turning this way and that as Chloe worked her magic with the camera. He was no stranger to being her model. He’d posed for countless pictures that summer so long ago. She had been enrolled in her first photography class and was obsessed with applying everything she’d learned, dragging him along any time she needed a model.


  Then he considered her term. They were at a crash point. Everything that had happened in their pasts had put them on this course, until now…all that was left was this moment and the truth.


  Blake tried to put all that away, focusing on Chloe’s instructions, letting her call the shots. He teased her about it, saying he’d never noticed her dominatrix tendencies. She pretended to crack a whip, then continued to take pictures.


  All too soon, she decided she’d captured exactly what she needed. She appeared pleased, but that look passed quickly, replaced by one of reticence, nervousness.


  Once they’d finished packing all the equipment away, Blake locked the bag, securing it to the bike.


  “Walk with me.” He held out his hand.


  Chloe hesitated and he feared she’d refuse. He raised his eyebrows, silently pleading with her to give him a chance to explain.


  She sighed. “Okay.”


  She accepted his proffered hand and they walked along the shore, listening to the sound of the water repetitively slapping against the bank. It was quiet for a Sunday afternoon in May. The weatherman had forecasted a late-day shower, so Blake could only assume the threat of impending weather had kept most people away.


  He led her to a private spot then gestured at the grass. “Wanna sit down for a while?”


  She nodded and plopped down on the soft ground. He joined her and they looked out over the lake.


  Crash point, Blake thought once more. It was time. “You asked me why I left. I didn’t have a chance to answer.”


  Chloe turned her head, looking back the way they’d come. He’d become very good at reading body language during his years on the force. Every fiber of Chloe wanted to run, to escape. But—in typical fashion—his brave woman resisted the urge. She faced him once more.


  “So tell me.”


  “You are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met, Chloe.”


  She rolled her eyes, clearly thinking he intended to charm his way out of answering.


  “I mean it. When you grow up the way I did, well, let’s just say, I wasn’t all that familiar with women who smiled and laughed and were so genuinely honest.”


  A crease formed in Chloe’s brow. “You never told me about your childhood. You just said you lived with your dad.”


  He nodded. “Do you know why I volunteered to pose for this calendar?”


  She gave him an impish grin. “Because you drew the short straw?”


  “I spent one Christmas in the Blessing House. A social worker found me and my dad living on the street. It was one of those rare, cold-ass winters in New Orleans. She told us about the house, said we could go there for the holiday. My dad told the woman to mind her own business. Actually, I think his exact words were ‘Fuck off, bitch’ but she didn’t listen to him. She just handed me a flyer with the address to the house. Promised me I’d be warm and there’d even be presents.”


  “How old were you?”


  Now that he’d opened the vault to his past, Blake found too many memories coming at him too fast. Maybe that was good. He could keep the emotions at bay because there wasn’t time to process them. “Eleven. After she left, my dad fell into a bottle of whiskey and passed out. It was cold as shit that night. So, I covered my old man up with my blanket and walked nearly two miles in the dark until I found the address of the Blessing House. I’d been lied to by nearly every adult I’d ever met, so when I knocked on the door, I was more than ready to run in case it was a trap.”


  “A trap?”


  He shrugged. “My dad wasn’t the most law-abiding citizen. He’d taught me at a young age to always be on the lookout for the law.”


  “He told you the police were the bad guys?”


  Blake nodded.


  “And yet you joined the force.”


  He grinned sadly. “It seemed like the best way to stick it to my old man. The guy was a fucking asshole in case you haven’t figured that out yet.”


  Chloe didn’t reply. His words had come out too bitter, too strong. Most folks would have accepted that at face value. She didn’t. “He was still your dad.”


  “I know. I spent one night in the Blessing House, watching all the other kids—some with folks, some without—and in the morning, there was a present for me and I got a holiday meal.”


  “Sounds nicer than the street.”


  Blake lifted one shoulder. “I guess. I didn’t stick around. I left the toy I’d gotten—some plastic fire truck—stole a bunch of food from the kitchen and a couple of blankets and took off.”


  “You went to find your dad.”


  Blake picked up a blade of grass, pressing it between his thumb and forefinger. “Yeah. I got worried about him being hungry.”


  Blake looked out over the lake. He hated trudging up all this old shit. It didn’t change anything. His jaw tensed as he fought to beat back the anger. After several deep breaths, he was able to center himself again.


  Chloe didn’t seek to fill the silence with questions. She let him find his way through the story at his own pace. He appreciated that she didn’t push him for more.


  “I always took care of him. He was an alcoholic. He couldn’t hold down a job for more than a few days at a time.”


  “So you became the caregiver.”


  He nodded. “Yeah. I guess so.”


  “It was the same for Zac and Noah. They kept the house as clean as they could while their mom was strung out. Zac made sure Noah did his homework, got something for dinner, put him in bed at a reasonable hour. Parents shouldn’t do that to their kids.”


  Blake turned to face her. He’d avoided looking at her for fear of seeing pity in her eyes. There were a lot of things he could take from her, but sympathy wasn’t one. What he saw instead was anger. Strangely that helped. Made Blake feel like they were on the same page. “I’m not making excuses for what I did, Chloe. I’m not playing the poor pitiful me card. My dad was a lousy excuse for a person, but the choices I made were mine. Right or wrong, I can’t blame him for what I did. All I can do is hope to make you understand why I stole the money, why I left.”


  She reached out and took his hand in hers, giving it an encouraging squeeze. “So tell me about that night.”


  “We’d told your mother we were going to the movies, but we actually snuck into that old shed behind your girlfriend’s house.”


  Chloe laughed. “Her family was on vacation. You brought those sleeping bags and threw them on the floor. You’d bought a rose and scattered the petals on them. I thought it was all completely romantic.”


  He was glad she remembered that part of the night with fondness. “We were pretty damn horny most of the time.”


  “God,” she joked. “That’s a mild word for it. We were ravenous, insatiable. We couldn’t walk three steps without touching and we couldn’t touch without it sparking something hotter.”


  “I remember. We did it in two public restrooms, the backseat of your brother’s car, no less than half a dozen times around this lake and God only knows where else.”


  “We were young. For me, sex was new. Sometimes, when I looked at you, it was almost painful how much I wanted you.”


  He understood that. He’d felt the same way back then. Hell, he’d felt that way since bumping into her two weeks ago. He went to bed every night with a physical ache caused by longing.


  “You had to be home by midnight, but we were a little late.”


  Chloe nodded. “We were a lot late. I used the hidden key under the mat in the backyard, thinking I could sneak in through the back door in the kitchen.


  “But Mama Lewis was sitting there, waiting for you. I was surprised that she didn’t yell at us. Whenever I pissed my dad off, the whole neighborhood knew. He’d cuss me up one side and down the other, then finish it off with a punch or two.”


  Chloe winced. “My mother never hit me or my brothers. And she said yelling was never a good way to express an opinion.”


  “Yeah. She just looked at us and said she was disappointed. She explained how worried she’d been that we’d been in an accident. How much it would kill her to lose you. I swear I felt way worse after that conversation than I ever did when my dad yelled at me.”


  “Punishment through guilt and disappointment,” Chloe said. “I totally intend to use it with my kids. It’s very effective.”


  They laughed together quietly. Then Chloe sobered up. “You came back that night. You knew where we hid the key.”


  Blake nodded. “When I got back to my apartment, the neighbor was waiting for me. Said my dad had been arrested for getting into a fight. I figured he’d gotten drunk and punched some guy at a bar. It had happened before and the cops just made him sleep it off in the drunk tank, then sent him home the next day. The neighbor said this time was different. He said my dad was in real trouble and he needed money for bail. I dug through all my hiding spots, but I could only come up with about fifty bucks. I didn’t have anyone else to ask.”


  “You didn’t ask.” There was no tone of accusation, just the statement of fact. He hadn’t asked. He’d simply taken.


  Blake blew out a long breath, then decided fuck it. He’d gone this far. It was time to say it all. “You’re right. I didn’t. I got back to your place. All the lights were out. Everybody was asleep. I used the key and I swear to you, I was going to sneak up to your room to see if you could loan me money, but…”


  “But?” she prompted.


  “I’d have to tell you why I needed it and I didn’t want you to know my dad was a drunk loser in jail.”


  “Why not?”


  “I was embarrassed. You were the best thing that had ever happened to me and the entire time we dated, I knew I didn’t deserve you.”


  Chloe scowled. “That’s bullshit.”


  He gave her a crooked grin. “I was a stupid nineteen-year-old kid. I’m not saying I was the sharpest tool in the shed. All I had going for me was my Harley, a lousy dead-end job in a sub shop and my pride. None of those things seemed like enough to keep a girl like you interested. I was in love with you, Chloe, and terrified of fucking everything up. Which I did anyway.”


  “So you walked into the house…” she began.


  “Your mother’s purse was on the kitchen table. Stealing wasn’t exactly a new thing for me. I rifled through her wallet and found a couple hundred bucks. I was about to leave when I remembered the silver platter in the hutch in the dining room and I grabbed it too. And then I ran. You know, I’ve been wondering. How did you all know it was me who took the money?”


  “You’d tucked some of those rose petals in your pocket before we left the shed. A few of them must have fallen out. I wouldn’t have thought anything about it because you’d been in the kitchen when Mama found us sneaking in. But there were a couple by the hutch as well.”


  “Guess it’s a good thing I became a cop. I clearly suck at covering my tracks as a thief.”


  Chloe smiled at his joke. “What happened after you left?”


  “All hell broke loose.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I waited for the pawn shop to open the next morning. Took in your mom’s platter and got a few hundred bucks for it. Then I went to the police station and bailed my dad out. I was stressing out over how I was going to find the money to buy the platter back. It was worth more than I realized. Anyway, my dad was in deep shit with some shady guys. He’d agreed to deliver some package, but he didn’t.”


  “What was in the package?”


  “Drugs. Never figured out if he sold them himself or had one hell of a party, but the package was gone and the guys wanted it or the money it would have brought in sales. They confronted my dad in the parking lot of a bar. Gave him a pretty good beat down. They took off when the cops showed up, but not before they told Dad he had twenty-four hours to produce the drugs or the money.”


  “Why was he arrested?”


  Blake snorted, the sound betraying a bitterness he didn’t like to show. “Even bloodied, my dad was a mean drunk. He took a swing at one of the cops. When they ran his name through the system, they found out he had some outstanding warrants. The second I sprung him from jail, he started making plans.”


  “What kind of plans?”


  A rumble of thunder distracted them. Blake looked up at the sky. Afternoon was quickly turning to dusk and dark clouds were forming. Apparently the weathermen had been right. A storm was coming. They’d need to head back to the bike soon or risk getting wet. As it was, Blake wasn’t sure they’d make it to the city before the rain started falling.


  “Can we finish this at your place?”


  Chloe looked up as well. He got the sense she wanted to finish what they’d started, but even she could see that wasn’t going to happen here. “Sure.”


  Her tone gave him no hint to her feelings. Blake stood then offered her a hand. He didn’t release it as they started walking back to his Harley. She didn’t try to pull away. It gave him hope.


  The ride back to Chloe’s place felt less peaceful than the trip to the lake. For one thing, Blake couldn’t put the bad memories away. Dredging up the past bothered him more than he’d expected. For years, he’d felt on top of his game, certain he’d kicked all the crap from his childhood to the curb. Clearly, he hadn’t.


  Secondly, the rain hadn’t held off. They’d just made it to the city limits when the sky opened up. By the time they reached Chloe’s apartment, they were drenched from head to toe. He halfway expected her to tell him to take a hike. The afternoon by the lake had taken its toll and now they were cold and wet.


  Instead, she pulled off her helmet, laughing as she lifted her face to the rain. “That was incredible. I couldn’t decide if I was having fun or scared out of my wits. How could you see the road? That was a deluge.”


  He looked at her, raindrops sliding down her rosy cheeks, and felt like a two-ton truck had hit him. He grasped her face in his hands and, heedless of the storm that continued to pound down on them, he kissed her.


  Chloe didn’t resist. She simply wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him back. Their tongues tangled as he ran his fingers through her hair. She pressed her chest closer to his, sharing her body warmth. He had no idea how long they stood on the city sidewalk, letting the rain pummel them as they kissed, but Blake could have stayed there forever.


  Finally, common sense reared and he took a step back. “I know I said that motorcycle bag is waterproof, but we probably shouldn’t tempt fate. You’ve got some expensive equipment in there.”


  She nodded as he unhooked the bag and threw the strap over his shoulder. She carried their helmets, leading the way upstairs to her apartment.


  “You can put that bag over there.” She pointed to the corner of her studio. “I’ll go grab some towels from the bathroom.”


  Blake set the bag down then hovered by the door. He was dripping all over her hardwood floors.


  Chloe was back within seconds with an armload of fluffy towels. “Why are you standing there?”


  He gestured at the puddle forming around his feet. “Didn’t want to ruin your floor.”


  Chloe shrugged. “It’s just water. It’ll dry. Here.” She held out a towel.


  He crossed the room and took it from her. He ran it over his hair and face, then started undoing the buttons of his shirt. Chloe watched, making no move to stop him. Once he’d shrugged the clinging cotton off, she was there, rubbing all the water away with a towel.


  When she finished, Blake reached for the hem of her t-shirt and tugged it over her head. Then he dried her as well. She sucked in a soft breath when he reached around her, unhooking her bra and adding it to the pile of wet clothing at their feet. He took his time, drying her breasts, loving the way her cold nipples budded even more at his touch.


  Chloe reached for the button on his jeans and slowly slid the zipper down. He toed off his boots, chuckling as Chloe cursed in her struggles to strip the wet denim away. She followed the stubborn material down, kneeling before him as she gestured for him to lift one foot, then the other. She peeled off his socks as well.


  She made no attempt to rise. “Still go commando, I see.”


  He cupped her face in his palm, forcing her to look at him. “You’re beautiful.”


  She gave him a wicked grin. “You’re just trying to sweet talk me into giving you a blowjob.”


  He laughed. “Well, since you’re down there anyway, it seems like a shame to—” His jest was cut short when Chloe grasped his cock, taking the head into her mouth without hesitation.


  His hands flew to her hair. “Jesus, Chloe. I was kidding.”


  She didn’t release him, just sucked him harder, deeper. Blake struggled to catch up. He’d been emotionally done in when they’d left the lake, then stressed out as he’d tried to get them home safely on the motorcycle during the storm. Now he was standing in Chloe’s apartment, her lips wrapped around his cock, and his brain was scrambled, fried.


  She cupped his balls in one palm, her other wrapped around the base. He recalled the first time she’d given him a blowjob. She’d dragged him into the back storeroom of the sub shop one night after closing and shocked him by asking him to teach her how to suck his dick.


  Given the way she was driving him to the peak right now, he’d say she’d learned her lesson well. Increasing her speed, she took him deeper and deeper into her mouth with each pass. The head of his cock brushed the back of her throat. He tightened his grip on her hair, trembling slightly when she groaned, the vibrations adding another dimension to the blowjob.


  “Chloe.”


  She looked up at him, her expression the perfect blend of mischief and dare. She’d turned the tables on him, grasping control, and now she was challenging him to take it back. If he hadn’t been so mentally exhausted he would have called her to task immediately, pulling her over his knees.


  Somehow she’d known. Known what he needed to make it through the next part. And she’d given it freely.


  He tugged her hair more roughly than before. Chloe moaned again, her eyes closing in bliss. Her desire fueled his, gave him back the strength that had been waning. It wasn’t time for this. Not yet. There was still more to say.


  He pushed her mouth away. Chloe frowned and started to protest, but he put a firm finger beneath her chin, forcing her face up. “No. Not this way.”


  Blake lifted her slowly then placed his lips on hers. For several moments, they simply kissed. Then he moved, resting his forehead against hers. She shivered and he realized she was still wearing her wet jeans.


  “Take off your pants. We need to get you dry and warm.”


  Chloe moved away only a few steps, slipping her own jeans off as Blake watched. She didn’t have a shy bone in her body—never had—so her disrobing became part seduction. She turned her back to him before sliding the denim over her hips. She tugged her panties down at the same time, so when she bent forward to draw the material over her feet, he was treated to a bird’s-eye view of her perfect ass.


  Before he could think better of it, he reached over and slapped it. Chloe gasped—the sound more surprise than pain—then she grasped her ankles. “Do that again.”


  He considered making her beg. They had only started to explore their sexual kinks when he’d stolen that money and left town. Even so, he had recognized Chloe’s desire for pain, her love of rough play and her need to be dominated. He’d spent too many lonely nights, jacking off in bed as he imagined all the ways he would have taken her if life hadn’t thrown them the curveball.


  Now, all those fantasies came rushing to the surface. He would make them a reality. But first…


  He grasped her gently by the elbow and helped her up. She turned, confusion briefly flashing across her face before she understood.


  “I’m sorry, Blake. I…”


  He tugged her into his arms, holding her tightly. “I get the same way around you. I lose all sense of control. I just need to try to make things right between us before we let this go any further.”


  She nodded. “I agree.”


  He led her to the couch and they sat down together side by side. Chloe tugged an afghan from the ottoman and spread it out over top of them. It was cozy and warm.


  “You said your dad was making plans after you bailed him out. To do what?”


  “He was in big trouble with the drug pushers. We went back to our place and he started packing up our stuff. Within half an hour, we were back on the street. I’d worked at that crummy sub shop for nearly three years after school, saving enough money to buy my motorcycle. My dad went out that afternoon and stole one. By noon, we were on the highway, speeding away from New Orleans.”


  “Just like that?”


  Blake rubbed the back of his neck. He’d spent countless hours trying to figure out why the hell he’d followed his father so easily, why he hadn’t fought to stay. “I’d stolen from your mother, Chloe. I couldn’t figure out a way to make that right.”


  “You could’ve explained it to me, Blake.”


  He lifted one shoulder. “I know. But my dad…”


  “He couldn’t stay in New Orleans. And you couldn’t leave him.”


  “That was the biggest mistake I made that day. I chose to stay with the wrong person.”


  Chloe fell silent. Blake wasn’t sure what else to say. At this point, the ball was in her court. Either she would forgive him. Or she wouldn’t.


  “You’ve been back in New Orleans for almost six years?”


  He nodded.


  “Did you come back to town with your dad?”


  “No. My dad and I split ways about two years after we left.” Blake didn’t tell her about the near-rape or the fight. That was a story he’d take to his grave. “I’d been on the force nearly three years before I realized he’d come back to New Orleans too. Got a call when I was on duty. Drunk and disorderly. I walked into the bar in my uniform and sure enough, there he sat.”


  “That must have been an uncomfortable reunion.”


  Blake snorted. “You can’t even imagine.”


  “Did you arrest him?”


  Blake shook his head. “No. I drove him back to his place. Crazy asshole was actually proud of me for joining the force.”


  “Really?” Chloe asked. “I thought he hated cops.”


  “He’s a twisted bastard. He believed he could use my position to cover up his crimes.”


  Chloe winced. “Wow.”


  “I pretended he could.”


  Her eyebrows rose. “What? Why?”


  Blake had never admitted his reasons before. He wondered if Chloe would change her mind about him if she learned exactly how manipulative he was. “Entrapment. I set up a mini-sting with my captain. Pretended to be in cahoots with my father while gaining information about a local drug ring. I knew my dad hadn’t changed his ways and I figured he’d be useful. He was.”


  “That couldn’t have been easy for you.”


  Blake leaned his head against the back of the couch. “You’d be surprised.”


  She scowled. “Don’t. Stop playing the tough guy. You put your dad in jail. And even if he was an asshole, he was the only parent you’d ever had.”


  Blake wrapped an arm around her shoulders, pulling her head to his chest. “The world is simpler when you look at it in black and white. If you start adding color into the equation…”


  “Is that why you’ve never called me?”


  Blake wasn’t sure how to respond, so he stalled. “What?”


  “You’ve been back in New Orleans for years. You saw my book. You knew I was still here. Why didn’t you call me?”


  She sounded so genuinely hurt, it made Blake’s chest ache. “I didn’t think you’d forgive me.”


  She lifted her head. “You were wrong.”


  He gave her a tentative grin, hope blossoming. “So you do forgive me?”


  She shook her head.


  His brow creased. “You don’t?” For a moment, he felt lost. If she couldn’t understand his reasons for stealing the money, everything they once had was truly lost.


  “It doesn’t matter if I forgive you, Blake. I’m pretty sure I stopped being mad at you the second my mother said you paid her the money back. I wouldn’t have had sex with you otherwise.”


  He felt the urge to laugh, but his gut told him something was still wrong.


  Chloe cupped his cheek in her hand. “It’s not my forgiveness that matters. You have to forgive yourself, Blake. You stayed away because you were trying to do penance, right?”


  Her words hit him like a ton of bricks. Had he done that? Had he let guilt for his actions stop him from searching for her, for happiness? For love? “I’m not sure what to say.”


  Chloe gave him a wicked grin that told him exactly how much of a fool he’d been to stay away. “You could always start with ‘You’re right’.”


  He chuckled. “I’m pretty sure I’d be smart to use those words sparingly.”


  She gave him a light punch on the arm. “Blake.”


  “You’re right, Chloe. I’ve been letting guilt guide my decisions. I was wrong to do that.”


  Chloe leaned closer and kissed him, showing him with actions rather than words that all truly was forgiven between them. It was a gift Blake had never let himself hope for.


  For the first time in six years, he felt like he’d truly come home.


   


  Blake reached for her, pulling her onto his lap. He had obviously reached the same realization she had. The time for talking was over. One main benefit of the rain was it had helped them shed the clothes early on. Blake was naked, his skin warm against hers.


  He kissed her gently at first. An apology. Chloe accepted it, offering her own in return. She was sorry for doubting him. For failing to believe in the man she’d known he was. Both of them had let pride and the exaggerated emotions of youth—the ones that believe every problem is insurmountable and the worst thing that could ever happen—take control.


  Chloe met Blake’s tongue halfway, letting the passion of the kiss build as she turned. Straddling his body, her knees on the cushions by his ass, she relished the hardness of his cock as it brushed her pussy, her stomach.


  She’d spent too many years settling for lackluster sex. Chloe could see now she was to blame for those passionless affairs. Sex was way hotter when you were in love.


  Love.


  She broke the connection of their lips. She was wrong. There was still one more thing left to say.


  Blake scowled at her retreat, clearly not finished. He started to pull her face back to his, but she resisted. “Chloe?”


  “I love you.”


  His smile grew so wide, Chloe couldn’t help but return it. “Say it again.”


  She lifted one eyebrow. “I think I’d be smart to use those words sparingly at first.”


  Blake laughed, shifting her until the head of his cock rested at the opening of her body. “I’ll make it worth your while.”


  She glanced down, intent on taking her prize, with or without his permission. She started to slide down, but Blake’s grip on her waist tightened, holding her in place. Dammit. She kept forgetting how strong he was.


  When her gaze met his again, she saw something almost like sorrow in his eyes. “Blake?”


  “I’m going to be greedy for a while, Chloe. I can’t help it. I want too much from you.”


  She understood the sentiment. She shared it. “We’ll be gluttons together. I love you. I love you so much it hurts. And if you ever try to leave me again, I will hunt you down to the end of the earth and I’ll—”


  Blake cut off her threat with a kiss. “Never gonna happen, but you know…there are laws against threatening a police officer.”


  She returned his kiss with interest, nipping his lower lip. “Oh yeah? Handcuff-worthy laws?”


  Blake chuckled. “Definitely.”


  He loosened his grip on her waist, using his hands to guide her, drawing her body down onto his cock. Both of them gasped once he was fully seated. Her position on top left her wide open and able to take him deeper. It still didn’t feel like enough.


  She lifted up a few inches then slid back down slowly, savoring Blake’s pained expression, his quick intake of air.


  He gave her a warning look. “Are you really sure you want to play the control game, Chloe?”


  She recognized the threat. She’d been trying to force his hand ever since they’d walked into the apartment, daring him to take charge.


  Regardless of the danger, it was a challenge she couldn’t refuse. After so many years apart, she felt the need to test him, to see if he was still the dominant lover she remembered. Craved.


  However, she needed him to understand that she had changed. While she still wanted to submit to him, she wasn’t the weak, inexperienced little girl he’d taken all those years ago. She wouldn’t bend to his will easily. She intended to make him work for it.


  Chloe rose once more, returning even slower, taking the time to tighten her inner muscles. Blake felt it. The stiffness of his posture told her that while he may appreciate her efforts, he was determined to come out on top.


  She repeated her seductive slide a third time, adding her breasts to the game as she leaned forward, rubbing them against his face.


  Blake’s tenuous grip on control slipped a bit as his hands found her ass, his fingers digging into the flesh there. She expected him to try to seize power. After all, it was clear he needed her to move faster, harder. She wanted that too.


  Unfortunately, the damn man was too astute. She should have known better than to play with a cop and his instincts. His grip on her ass loosened, though he didn’t move them away. Instead, he reached farther around her, his fingers slipping into the crease.


  She gasped when he parted the twin globes, dragging one finger lower.


  Their sexual experiences ten years earlier had been cut short. Chloe had always wished there had been more time for them to explore their kinkier desires. Now, at last, there was.


  “Who’s in charge, Chloe?” His voice was deep, dark, tinged with a hint of menace.


  She wasn’t afraid. She smiled and continued her painfully slow glide up and down his cock. “I’m not sure.”


  He leaned closer, his teeth capturing one of her nipples. She gasped when he started to press down. She felt Blake’s gaze on her face. One of the reasons she felt safe exploring these games with him was because she knew he would never let it go too far. He read her face, protected her…even from herself. Her hands tightened on his shoulders and he released her.


  “Do you want to reconsider your answer?”


  She bit her lip, pretending to think. Then she shook her head.


  “Good girl.”


  She didn’t understand his pleasure until he lifted her off his cock, twisted her quickly, and tossed her facedown over his lap. Before she could even consider escaping, his hand struck her bare ass three times. Chloe gripped Blake’s calf, torn between halting the spanking and begging for more. It hurt more than she’d expected, but not so much that she couldn’t feel her arousal sparking, flaring.


  Blake stroked the heated flesh, his fingers surprisingly gentle after his hard blows. Then he repeated the motions, striking her ass three more times before caressing the skin again.


  Her stomach clenched in anticipation when he raised his hand, her body readying itself for more. He paused. She knew the game. He wanted her to ask for it, to beg. She lifted her head, glancing at him over her shoulder.


  “Who’s in charge, Chloe?”


  She narrowed her eyes, not ready to give in yet. She let her silence answer the question.


  Blake grinned at her stubbornness, clearly enjoying the struggle for power. He lifted her from his lap—much to her dismay—pulling her up until she straddled his lap once more.


  He guided his cock to her pussy, using a strong grip on her waist to press himself inside her. Fully seated, he held her in place, refusing to let her move.


  “Are you on the Pill?”


  She nodded.


  “Are you okay with not using the condom?”


  “Yes.”


  His strong hands held her down despite her attempts to move. She needed friction, thrusting, anything. Her pussy clenched against his cock, seeking more, but Blake held steady.


  “Blake,” she snapped, her temper firing. “Fuck me. Now.”


  He leaned toward her, nipping her earlobe in warning. “That’s not a very nice way to ask. Who’s in charge, Chloe?”


  She continued her struggle, wiggling her hips as much as his hands would allow…which wasn’t anywhere near enough.


  “Hand the reins over to me and I’ll give you everything you want.”


  It was the most tempting offer she’d ever received in her life. Given her rather powerful personality, she’d only managed to attract men who expected her to control every aspect of her life—professionally, personally…and sexually. She was damn tired of being on top.


  Still, her pride made it hard for her to give in so easily. Even if she was cutting off her nose to spite her face. It was on the tip of her tongue to tell him what he wanted to hear, but Blake must have decided her time was up.


  He lifted her off his cock then grasped her hand in his. He tugged her to her bed, where he pulled back the covers and tossed her into the middle of the mattress. She started to sit, but he held his hand up, halting her.


  “Don’t move. Not one muscle. If you do, I’m going to demonstrate the difference between a spanking to stimulate and a spanking to punish. Understand?”


  She nodded, the sadist in her really wanting to test that limit. Instead, she decided to let this game play out. She lay on the bed and watched as he rifled through her dresser. He found what he was seeking in the second drawer.


  Chloe closed her eyes, fighting her growing arousal when he came back to the bed, scarves in hand. He used one to bind her wrists together then he tied them outstretched above her to the headboard. She wiggled, trying to loosen the knot, but Blake knew his stuff.


  She startled, her gaze flying to his face when his hands pressed her legs apart and he knelt between them. She read his intent as he looked down at her pussy. He looked a bit like a man surveying the all-you-can-eat bar. She giggled.


  Blake paused, his mouth quirking up at the corners. “You find bondage funny?”


  She shook her head. “Not really. I’m excited and edgy. My mind is whirling a million miles a minute, thinking about ridiculous things. I’m a nervous giggler.”


  “Maybe I should try to distract you.” With that, he bent down, his tongue finding her clit on the first stroke.


  Her hips reared up, but Blake’s hands were there, holding her against the mattress. Though he hadn’t restrained her feet, Chloe didn’t pretend that she wasn’t truly helpless. Blake had complete control of her body, his own personal plaything. That idea didn’t frighten her at all. It made her even hotter.


  Blake ran his tongue along her slit from ass to clit and back again. She felt consumed, possessed. Chloe closed her eyes, but that didn’t stop her from feeling Blake’s head shake.


  “No, Chloe. Open your eyes. Watch me.”


  She obeyed. The command forced her to see as well as feel. It was a potent combination. Most men viewed this act as a chore. Blake clearly did not. He pressed his tongue inside her pussy and she bit her lip, fighting not to come so quickly. She was trying to play hard to get, but that game would only work if she didn’t have an orgasm every time Blake looked in her direction.


  Then she wondered why she was resisting. Blake was a very generous lover, never stopping when she’d come just once. She released a long breath and gave herself over to the magic of his lips, tongue and fingers. She was seconds away from complete bliss when Blake pulled away.


  She frowned. “Wait.”


  “Who’s in charge, Chloe?”


  Damn him. He had her over a barrel and he knew it. She didn’t bother to protest. This game was over before it started. “You are.”


  He smiled, the expression transforming his entire face. He was so handsome he took her breath away. The tight lines around his mouth, the haunted look in his eyes had faded. She suspected it would take some time before they vanished for good. Maybe they never would. Given Blake’s painful childhood, perhaps he’d never totally escape the bad memories. But she sure as hell intended to distract him for the next fifty years or so.


  “Remember you said that.” He spoke lightly enough, but there was something behind the warning that triggered alarm bells.


  “Okay.”


  “You’re not to come without permission.”


  And that was the sound of the other shoe falling. He gave her a wicked wink then resumed his place between her legs, driving her arousal higher and higher, while offering no reprieve.


  She was trembling and panting, begging, but Blake ignored her. His tongue wiggled against her clit as he drove three fingers inside her, deep and hard. Just when she knew she’d fail, he withdrew, giving her time to recover before starting the same glorious torture over. And over. When he dragged one wet finger lower, pressing it just inside her anus, she felt a tear slide down her cheek.


  “Blake. Please.”


  Chloe wasn’t sure what he heard in her voice, but he lifted his head. “Come, baby.”


  With that, he pushed the finger at her ass in all the way while pressing his tongue inside her pussy. She thrashed and cried out loudly as her body exploded into a million bright, shiny pieces.


  The moment she came down, Blake was there. He untied her arms then thrust his cock in with one strong push. She was back up in an instant, her body reacting to his hard fucking as if she hadn’t just had the most incredible orgasm in the history of sex.


  She wrapped her arms around his neck and her legs about his waist. She wasn’t sure why she felt the need to cling to him. Maybe she was still harboring some fears of her own. She didn’t believe he’d leave her again, but even as she thought it, she realized her heart wouldn’t survive losing him.


  “Love you,” she whispered, the words coming out in a harsh pant as Blake drove into her like a man possessed.


  How long would it take the two of them to feel confident that this time it would stick, it would last?


  “I love you, Chloe. God, so much. So fucking much.” As he spoke, he stroked her clit, her hot button. He played her body like a violin. Her back arched as she screamed. Best of all, Blake was right there with her. He stiffened, jet after jet of come filling her.


  Once they recovered, Blake fell to her side, his arm wrapped loosely around her waist. “Damn. I always thought I’d built our sexcapades up in my mind over the years. Made them bigger than they really were.”


  Chloe laughed, turning to face him. “I thought the same thing.”


  “It’s actually better than I remembered. Off the charts. I swear I thought my cock was going to explode.”


  She moved her face closer, the two of them rubbing noses playfully. “We’re quite a pair.”


  “Yeah. We sure are. I should warn you. I still have my fair share of pride. I’m just a bit better about keeping it contained.”


  She grinned, kissing him lightly. “Well, my temper is just as bad as ever and I’m not even trying to keep it under control. You’re just gonna have to deal.”


  Blake ruffled her hair. “Yeah, I’ve noticed that. I’m not worried. I have a feeling we’re going to be okay from this point on.”


  “I wouldn’t say that.”


  “What do you mean?”


  She lifted one shoulder. “We’re going to have to break the news that we’re dating again to my brothers.”


  Blake fell to his back and released a long breath. “Damn. We were so close to that happy ending.”


  She giggled, punching his shoulder. “Chicken shit. You can break it to them at Sunday dinner.”


  Blake rolled toward her, pulling her underneath him as he slid into her once more. “Okay. But I’m warning you right now. I’m bringing my gun.”
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  “Caliph?” she whispered when the silence continued a beat too long.


  “How wild do you want to go?”


  She frowned, then gave him a rueful grin. “I love my tattoo more than I can say, but I’m definitely not ready for another.”


  He shook his head. “That’s not what I mean.” He lowered his voice. “I’m attracted to you, Jen.”


  She licked her lips, the action a perfect blend of nervousness and arousal. Caliph’s cock thickened even more.


  “I want you too.” Her admission came out more air than tone, but he heard it, let the beauty of it soak deep.


  “Friday night, after the jazz club.” He didn’t say more. He didn’t need to. Jennifer was already nodding.


  “Okay. I’d like that.”


  “So would I.”


  Then her brow furrowed. That didn’t take long. Less than five seconds in and she was already reconsidering.


  “Tell me what you’re thinking,” he prodded.


  “I’ve never had a one-night stand.”


  Caliph was touched by her honesty, but bothered by it as well. That list of reasons he should have stayed away rained down on him again. Women like her didn’t do casual sex, but he was pretty damn sure that was all he had to give her. He hadn’t lied about his disinterest in marriage. “Jennifer—”


  He started to offer her an out, but she cut him off.


  “No. I’m not saying that’s a bad thing. It’s actually a really good thing. I might be putting the pieces back together, Caliph, but the truth of it is, I’m still pretty broken. At this point in my life, I have basically nothing, but sex to give you. Besides, something tells me you’d be a great guy to go wild with.”


  He grinned. “I’m glad you have such faith in my abilities. I’ll do my best not to disappoint you.”


  She laughed. “I’m not worried.”  


  Caliph knew he should take her agreement to sleep with him and run with it, but he couldn’t lie to her when she looked at him with those gorgeous, trusting eyes. She needed to know exactly what she was agreeing to.


  “Maybe you should be. Because, Jen, you will need a safe word Friday night.”


  Her cheeks flushed a pretty pink, but she held her ground. His respect for her went up several more notches.


  “Does it make me sound completely twisted if I say that’s the hottest thing anyone’s ever said to me?”


  He barked out a laugh and shook his head. “You’re a fascinating woman, Jen. And I can’t wait to paint on your canvas some more.”
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