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Prologue
 
Score one, Kim! The orange that was supposed to be part of her dinner—as if she could eat now—pitched through the air, across the kitchen, landing in a perfect dunk in a plastic bowl on the counter. The bowl rattled and rolled, mimicking her heart. Shit, yeah!
Sparks shimmied over her skin and Kim Thomas could barely keep from screaming as the man on the phone rattled off details…details she really should be gluing to memory. If she could think straight.
Seriously, the Eagles! The Eagles, the Eagles, the Eagles!
She’d dreamed…hoped…prayed. Even blew dandelion wishes on it. But never once had she ever dared imagine she’d actually land a full-time paid internship in any major league’s media department.
Holy smokes! The Eagles!
“So what do you say, Kim? Ready to join our team?”
Kim opened her mouth with a big fat yes…and just then in strutted Jackson. Tall, lithe and tan in nothing but blue jeans. Wheat-colored hair still falling in wet waves at his nape from the shower he’d just taken. Jackson.
She’d have to leave him. Be two hours apart from her best friend in the whole world.
But not her lover, need she remind herself?
Oh, but how she wished…
A knot crawled into her throat as Jackson crooked an eyebrow and mouthed, “Who’s that?”
Kim turned her back—she had to, lest she lose the words in her throat. “Wow, I’m really flattered and so thrilled. But I didn’t quite expect to hear so soon on this. Today’s Thursday…do you think I can have the weekend to think things over?”
“Sure, sure, you’ve got my number. I’ll look forward to hearing from you.”
Aching inside, Kim thanked her potential new boss and hung up, turning back to Jackson. “That was just some guy wanting to go out.”
If she told him the truth, he’d never let her turn the job down.
But if she could get him to kiss her…to love her… She’d forget about it in a heartbeat.
“Some guy? Who?” Suddenly, those whiskey eyes burned—she could swear from his demanding tone he was jealous—then just as quickly he averted his gaze. “Hey, wanna go grab some pizza and beer?”
Four days. She had four days to change everything between them—or decide to move on.



Chapter One
 
Tonight was it. If it killed her, Kim was making a move.
Now or never.
“Courage,” she commanded. “You can do this.” Arching on tiptoe, she used the small powder room mirror to awkwardly apply a coat of shimmery mauve to her lips, knowing she’d need all the help she could get.
There, almost… Misplaced lipstick edged the rim of her lips and she wiped it into line, stepping back to survey the result.
“Not so bad…” she told herself.
Normally ponytailed, the long golden hair she’d brushed to shining draped freely in waves and huge, petrified brown eyes stared back. Her blouse rode awkwardly on her shoulders, making her yearn for a soft, comfy, broke-in tee rather than this starched straitjacket, which hinted subtly at her cleavage and was far too cotton candy pink.
Pink. She hadn’t worn this color since she was four and her mother forced her into a frilly dress for Easter. Subsequently, she’d covered it in chocolate bunny and green dandruff shampoo that didn’t get out the stain.
Right about now she’d rather be in that dress. At least it covered her chest.
Nerves drumming, Kim tugged the shirt into place then forced an alluring smile. With her blushed cheeks, it came out looking more like a clowny grimace.
“Crap.” Maybe she was better off just being her natural, nude-lipped tomboy self…but the thought incited a strangled groan. “As if that’s working…”
Whether she was pretty or not, Jackson was used to trendy divas fresh out of the fashion magazine. Always perfect sluts—ahem, beauties.
Kim, on the other hand, was a whopping five-two, whose greatest claim to dressing up was dark denim, who, up to today, hadn’t applied makeup since her prom a decade ago—which he’d escorted her to.
But she had one thing on her side. Love.
Jackson Hanley had owned her heart for years. And he loved her, at least as a best friend. They did everything side by side…worked together, shared the rent. Rooted at football games. Rode four-wheelers at her parents’ farm. Went rock climbing and out for cheap, late-night fast food and horror movies. Everything but that.
Well, she was sick to death of being one of the guys. Sick of him pinching her cheeks and calling her Kimmy, as if she were some kid sister. Sick of watching the string of endless women go by—with her man. Sick of him looking at her as if he could consume her…then quickly averting his gaze.
Sick, all the same, at the thought of leaving him.
Philly was two hours away. Literally a hundred miles. But this was it.
A long-distance friendship she could handle. But if there was any chance Jackson wanted her, as she suspected, as she so badly wanted him…she had to know. Not just walk away.
Hopefully Jackson took the bait, showed some real interest…
Squaring her shoulders, Kim forced herself to exit the bathroom, moving with lead feet back across the waiting room of Design Works to her office where she perched on the edge of the desk.
And now she waited.
Heart thudding a mile a minute, she checked her watch. “Five of five.” But Jackson was still with a web customer and there was no telling if he’d run late today or not. If he did, Kim might just crawl under the desk and call it quits.
She was risking a lot. Her pride. Their friendship. If she made a fool of herself, there was no way she could ever look him in the eyes again.
She’d lose him entirely.
Maybe she should just call it quits, accept that job. No humiliation to suffer. They could stay friends, just a hundred miles apart. She’d get over him.
A minute ticked by. Then another.
Tick…
Tick…
Tick…
Finally, brassy laughter burst through his office door, resounding off the marble floors and brick walls. Out came Jackson with Ms. Veronica Parker dangled on one well-muscled arm. Her jewelry glistened in the light, her curves, accented by a skin-tight teal dress that played up the woman’s gorgeous eyes, made Kim want to die.
“Kimmy,” Jackson crooned in that ready-to-cut-loose, sexy voice of his. “What’d ya say we call it a weekend?”
God, she loathed him calling her that.
God, he was too damn gorgeous for her own good. Or his.
That body, tall and confident with just the right amount of muscles. The way he always kept his wavy hair a tad too long and it fell in disheveled curls at the nape of his neck. That strong, angular jaw and Roman nose and amber-colored eyes that made her melt when he half smiled, tweaking a dimple.
“About time,” she croaked out. Real smooth. “You sure make for a boring employer. Files and phone calls…phone calls and files. Blah.”
It really wasn’t that boring. After all, she got to be around him all day. But this had never been a permanent situation… Just her helping Jackson out with his new company and him helping her out with a job to hold her over until she finally finished school. Having to single-handedly support her way through college had set her two years behind Jackson, who luckily—or really, unluckily—had bitter parents vying for his college bills to prove who loved him most. As if money could buy love. Make up for years of mistakes.
But now that she’d graduated top of her class from Maryland’s Notre Dame College—and secretly had an awesome internship to show for it—they both knew now it was time for her to take a real job…
“Don’t know what I’ll do once you’re gone.” As he dropped a file on her desk, Kim didn’t miss the whiskey eyes that darted to her chest then quickly away, as if ashamed. There! See that? “Really. I like having an assistant who can call my sports bets.”
“Yeah, well, speaking of me leaving…”
Jackson’s gaze bolted to hers, those dark golden eyes suddenly aflame. Burning with dread. “You got an offer?”
She just couldn’t tell him. Not when he looked at her like that.
“Nah.” She forced a grin. “Just wanted to spook ya.”
Ms. Husband Hunter preened on his arm—so far, not so good—with a glass smile that Kim knew would be shattered in an instant if she knew the real Jackson—Mr. No Commitment.
Only Kim did. Only Kim loved him still because she knew why. The toll his parents’ vicious war they called a divorce had taken on him, his view of love. It’d been awful for him…he’d been used like a pawn. Constantly cornered into choosing sides.
“Spook me? Real funny. Listen, Ms. Parker will have to come back next week, about Thursday, for design approvals.” Of course she would.
Well crap, Kim knew what that meant.
Staring down at the planner, determination waning, Kim bit her tongue against reminding him those proofs could easily be emailed.
“Yeah, okay.” Ribbit, ribbit. “Same time?”
“Why sure,” Veronica beamed as if she’d just been promised forever rather than an appointment. “I’m open anytime that day.”
Kim bet she was.
“That’ll work,” Jackson confirmed. Once again she swore those eyes darted to her chest then quickly back up and he gulped. “Lock up for me, would you?”
Veronica arched, rubbing her body alongside his to whisper in his ear. Laughter ensued, making Kim flush hot as Jackson made a show of slinging an arm around the woman’s waist and tugging her closer, as if to prove which woman he wanted.
Not Kim.
Why? Why wouldn’t he give her the time of day? Why did he avoid looking at her boobs as if she had hair growing all over them?
Wetting mauve lips, Kim glared at him, utter longing in her heart. She knew his every facial expression, his every like and dislike. His good side. His bad side.
And she knew Ms. Parker would not be coming in next week. By the time the sun rose and Ms. Parker found herself dumped, they’d be out another client.
Why not her, dammit?
“Kimmy? You okay?”
Courage waning, yet another chance dissolving into thin air, Kim placed her hands flat to the desk, leaning forward just a little so her neckline plunged, revealing even more of her breasts. “There’s gonna be a great party at Mel’s tonight. I was hoping, you know, you’d come with me.”
Asking a guy out while another woman dangled on his arm…wholly discouraging.
That guy not even realizing and said woman giggling at you? Absolutely mortifying.
“Yeah, yeah. We’ll be there. Hey—” Nose scrunching, eyebrow arching into a peak, he leaned closer to her. “Wait a sec. Are you wearing lipstick?”
The way he said it she might as well have stupid tattooed across her forehead.
“What’s gotten into you?” Heat crept up her neck as he shook his head in wonder and barked with laughter, reaching out and pinching her cheek. Hard, almost as if to punish her. “See you in a few hours. And I want to meet him.”
Well, that could be easily arranged, now couldn’t it?
As Jackson and tonight’s choice of lover departed the building, Kim felt herself crumpling. Devastated…
With the back of her sleeve she dodged tears then smeared off plastic-tasting lipstick, not caring that she was ruining her stupid shirt. Damn Jackson, he had noticed her. He just didn’t want her—that much was crystal clear.
He. Didn’t. Want. Her.
Years she’d wasted years pining over Jackson, following him around like a damn puppy dog. Always at his side but never in his arms. Passing up perfectly good dates, even ready to give up her dream job just to give them a chance. Why? For pizza and beer, four-wheelin’ on the weekend? To be one of the guys?
And then she was angry. Downright pot-boiling pissed.
Jackson didn’t want her? Fine. She got it. But someone else would. She was done waiting for him to come around.
Tonight, she celebrated. Philly.
* * * * *
“Lipstick.” Waltzing down the sidewalk, Jackson shook his head in astonishment. Despite the gorgeous woman draped on his arm, lush mauve lips danced in his vision. Waves of creamy-white mounds dangled amidst soft pink, made his mouth water. Made heat crawl along his cock. “Damn. What’s gotten into Kimmy?”
What had gotten into him? Sweat beaded on his forehead, his fingers tensed around his keys. Dammit, he should not be thinking about her like this… Not his Kimmy. Not ever.
She was his friend. And he wanted it to stay exactly that way.
Ronnie released a disappointed “Oh” as they stopped at his brand-spankin’-new Jeep, a shiny surf blue with chrome wheels, and her lips contorted as if she’d expected something more.
And didn’t they always? Women. As if a guy who’d just opened his own design company could ever afford a BMW or something.
Hell, up to right now he’d been mighty proud of his new buy, that he was doing well enough to afford it. Jackson hit the alarm, no idea why he said, “Kimmy loves it, borrows the keys whenever she can get away with ’em.”
Ronnie peeled with annoyingly high-pitched giggles. “Probably likes to sit in your driver’s seat and masturbate.”
“Whoa.” Everything in him froze and Jackson, who was about to swing open the door for her, stopped in his tracks. “Don’t ever talk about Kimmy like that.” Not ever.
Face flaming at the thought of his best friend doing anything sexual, Jackson shoved away lewd images. He would not want her.
Ronnie just shrugged and giggled again. “Okay, whatever. But your secretary’s crushin’ big-time. Obviously. She just asked you out.”
“No, not Kimmy. She just wanted me to show at the party.”
“Okay. Believe what you want.”
He would. He had to. He loved Kimmy too much to want anything more with her—nothing good could come out of him acknowledging the change in them lately. Nothing.


Chapter Two
 
Mirror, mirror, on the wall…
“Don’t fret about it, Kim. Just put it on. Live. Feel,” Mel encouraged, lingering in the doorway, sleek corn-silk hair cast over one shoulder. Tall, fair and devastatingly beautiful, not to mention single by choice, Mel was the life of their condo unit, always throwing extravagant parties. “It’ll feel like second skin in no time.”
Didn’t she wish? But Kim had known she could count on the red-lipped, self-proclaimed diva for the direction—the oomph—she so needed. She had not, of course, told Mel why she wanted to look hot tonight. Only that she needed to.
“I’ll try,” she didn’t exactly promise. “I think I’d be more comfortable venturing out there in nothing but my bare ass though. At least I wouldn’t have to worry about tripping in heels.”
“You’ll be fine,” Mel giggled. “Guests are arriving, darlin’. I need to get out there. Just don’t. Chicken. Out.”
Blowing her a kiss goodbye, Mel ducked out. Kim swallowed as the door clicked shut with deafening finality, glaring at her reflection. Imagining him behind her, arms encircling her waist, gathering her into his embrace. Kissing her neck.
Kim forced the fantasy from her mind. Nope. Not anymore.
I’m just not into getting serious. That was how he’d broken up with her all those years ago, back in high school just after prom. Let’s be friends, he’d offered.
So they had been. Great friends, the best of the best as years waxed by.
Kim hadn’t loved him then. But she did now.
And she had to face it. It was over. Finished. Finite.
She had no hope. Not with him. Jackson didn’t want her, not enough to get over his fear of relationships and give them a shot.
Tears pooled in her eyes and Kim forced them back so not to run the mascara Mel had applied.
Sure, she was just trying to punish him—he deserved it, dammit—but tonight she would be sexy. As Mel promised, she had the potential with the right clothes on and a few drinks to loosen her up. And if Jackson didn’t like it, he could just be jealous. Just go to hell. She deserved some male attention—and he wasn’t giving it to her. Not in the way she needed. Tonight, she proved—to no one but herself—that she was a desirable woman.
And Jackson was just an idiot.
It was the only way she’d get over him.
Clutching to that resolution, Kim shed dark jeans and that godawful lipstick and tear-stained pink blouse, cotton panties and comfort bra.
Mel, thrilled Kim was stepping out of the box, had provided this evening’s outfit and a quick trip into Victoria’s Secret, the new undergarments. Moving like a robot, Kim clipped the lacy gold bra into place—ick, how it scratched—and stepped into the matching butt digger—er, thong—then a stretchy black skirt. Next came a shimmering black undershirt and cropped gold sweater that buttoned twice at the front. Borrowed jewelry and two-inch sling-back heels Kim was sure she couldn’t walk in…
This time, as she squared her shoulders, wobbling to stand straight in those circus-act shoes and face herself in the mirror, Kim saw the her she could be. Big, beautiful brown eyes. Full, pink cheeks. Lush, kissable lips.
Her hands roamed her length, exploring the truth swathed in black and gold. Compact, shapely figure. Flat stomach, small waist. High, perky breasts.
Kim spun a quarter turn, peeking over one shoulder. Great ass in check.
It was all there, the whole package. She was damn hot. Take that, Jackson.
Now she just needed someone to make her feel like a deserving woman because she was.
If she could walk out of this room without breaking her nose.
* * * * *
Veronica dangling on his arm, Jackson strode through the door into the granite foyer, finding the immediate area oddly devoid of partygoers. In the living room several women mingled about, talking heatedly amongst themselves as thumping music and clapping carried from the dining area, leaving one curious just what was going on. And with his friends, one never really knew. Exactly why Jackson loved ’em. Crazy lot, all of them, and not afraid to have fun.
Veronica though…she might break a nail.
“Looks like this party’s started,” he chuckled, feeling more at ease than he had all evening. He nodded a greeting to the ladies in the corner. “Let’s check it out.”
“I’d adore some chardonnay.” Veronica rolled cold gem-like blue eyes. “Will we be here long?”
Had he ever pegged her wrong. For all her flirting, Ronnie here was a real bore. Empty conversation, little in the way of character. A real rich bitch. Only reason he hadn’t taken her home after dinner was that he’d hoped a few drinks would loosen her up.
He was beginning to think it would take a miracle, not a bottle. And if she fucked the way she made small talk, he might as well call it a night. A woman like her would never prove the distraction he needed from the one he really wanted. And shouldn’t.
From the next room, cheers erupted. “If you want to go,” he offered, interest peaking over what was going on in the next room, “I’ll call you a cab.”
Her sigh seemed to take an immense effort. “Just get me a drink.”
“Whooooohoo!”
Jackson easily recognized that bellow—Carter Jones, the building’s resident beach bum, minus the sand. No job, plenty of money from thin air and a real distaste for rules and manners. Plus an acquired tongue for cheap whiskey. “Yeah, baby! Take it off! Whhooooo!”
“I’ll just get that drink.” Intrigued, Jackson abandoned Veronica to the almost-vacant living room and rushed to the jampacked dining room.
“Hey, Jack!” Carter called out, several bodies in, face lit with the goofiest grin. “Kim’s giving a real show!”
“Huh?” Loud music. Jackson must’ve misheard.
“Kim, man!” Carter waved with one finger to the front of the room.
Kimmy? From behind some Jolly Green Giant, he caught a glimpse of long, flying honey-colored hair and panic welled. Music pulsing around him, Jackson shoved through the crowd, forcing people aside for a better view.
Jackson felt his heart shut down. His world squeak to a jarring halt.
There she was, his little Kimmy…dancing on the table. Stripping.
Minus a shirt, in naught but a lacy gold bra that pushed up creamy white mounds, a skin-tight black skirt that clung to luscious curves and heels that accentuated the sexiest legs in existence. Her angled hips pulsed in rhythm to the music, her slim waist swung erotically as her hands waved above her head.
She stumbled a little, quickly regaining her footing, but nothing could subtract from her sensuality.
What the hell was she wearing?
What the hell was she doing?
Swaying so sensually. Showing off everything.
Kimmy? Looking like that? Acting like this? Like a slut?
Hell, he knew her—she was going to break her neck in those shoes!
Then she whirled around, bending and wagging that ass, and before he knew what he was about, Jackson burst through the crowd with no apologies for the feet he stepped on or the shoulders he slammed and grabbed her by the arm. “Jackson!” she yelped in surprise as he hauled her off the table, pulling her right from the shoes she had no business in and into his embrace. Good riddance.
“My heels!”
Worried about those but not her shirt? “Let’s go,” he growled from his deepest core. “You’re drunk.”
That had to be it. She was soused. Out of her mind. Simply needed to be put to bed—and not his.
But on very steady legs, her feet dug in. “No way. I’m not drunk and I’m not going anywhere with you.” She spat that last word like poison.
Murmurs of disappointment echoed through her audience. “Come on, man!” some idiot beckoned, and suddenly Jackson hated his friends. “Let her dance! She’s just having fun!”
“That’s right, I am!” Kimmy wrenched from his unyielding grasp, those wide, beautiful brown eyes no longer filled with innocence but glaring with seething anger. “Get used to it. You don’t want me.” Her free hand formed a fist and rammed into his chest—but Kimmy packed a helluva punch and he knew she could do better. He caught that arm too, locking it in his grasp as she spat, “Plenty of others do!”
What the hell was that supposed to mean? What, exactly, had he missed here?
“Let’s go.”
“Like hell!” Cheers took her side in the matter.
Damn her! Damn them! She’d all but created herself a mob! “Like hell you’re staying!”
She wrenched and fought his grasp as he plowed her from the room and through the nearby kitchen door, down the opposite hall. “Are you crazy? Let me go!” she screamed, and when he didn’t, she called on her crowd, “Help!”
But no one tried to stop him. In the end, everyone knew—Kimmy was his and that wasn’t something to mess with.
“Stop!”
Jackson did just that, pinning her to the wall in the dim corridor lit only by one small overhead light, just out of public view. Only then did he realize he was rock-hard, breathing heavy and jealous as spit. “What am I doing? What are you doing?” Never feeling more possessive over a woman, he flicked her silky bra strap. “What is this?”
Kimmy didn’t wear shit like this. Didn’t act like this. That’s what made her Kimmy. Made her safe.
Safe? Ha! Right about now the girl should have a warning flare wedged between those two luscious, soft breasts… Breasts she’d spent the entire day showing off and driving him mad with.
“Well?” he demanded, wrenching his mouth-watering gaze back to her face and falling head over heels into those bewitching brown eyes of hers. That sumptuous mouth.
“Um, a bra.” Angry irony laced her breathy chuckle and that heated gaze rolled upward, mocking him. “Mission accomplished, I guess…”
“Jesus! I know it’s a bra!” The steel wall he’d constructed against age-old desire went weak, threadbare. His control waned, his cock straining against his slacks. His need suddenly, painfully intense. How, how did he want her so much, so instantly? “Don’t get cute with me, Kimmy! You’ve got to be drunk! And what the hell do you mean, mission accomplished?”
Did she want him to want her?
No. Please no.
But deep down, the truth glared like high beams on a dark road. Kimmy, wearing that damn blouse today. Putting on lipstick. Asking him out.
As if she weren’t hard enough to resist in the first place!
“You know, I absolutely hate when you call me that.” Shoving free of him, she sauntered all of two steps down the hall before he caught her by the upper arm and dragged her back into place, trapping her beneath his body. “And don’t pinch my cheeks, either! I’m not a little girl. And I’m not drunk!”
“Obviously!” If she were, he wouldn’t be so close to hiking up those legs and ramming into her against the wall. Fucking her furiously and easing the beast deep within, taking control, needing to control her. His best friend. The one woman in all the world he trusted to be close to him. The one woman he vowed never to touch, for she meant entirely too much. “Do you have any idea how those guys were looking at you?”
“No. But I know how you were looking at me. Go ahead, lie about it.”
“What’s that mean?” Jackson’s hand clasped her biceps involuntary, squeezing in resistance to what was occurring between them—and shouldn’t be. Couldn’t. “Don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Knew you would.” Boldly, she placed her free hand to the steel shaft lodged in his slacks, laying her palm to his width, fingers curling in claim. Electric currents shot from his balls up his spine.
Oh God. Jackson shut his eyes to what was happening, unable to believe it. “Kimmy, don’t do this.”
Still, he allowed her to cradle his length, to stroke tenderly. Nothing had ever sounder sweeter than her eager response. “It’s already done.”
Hope battled reason, clashing swords with desire. Want her he might, but he knew better. Kimmy was his friend. He cared about her. If they slept together, that would all be over. She wasn’t the type of girl he could just cast aside. One kiss, one night, and they’d have a relationship. That word alone made Jackson shudder.
Sex might be great. But love, that kind at least, could ruin them.
“It’s not already done.” Determined, Jackson reached between them and peeled away her hand and held it tight. “You’ve no idea what you’re getting into. I don’t want to lose you.”
“You won’t,” she promised, clueless. “Jackson…I’m in love with you.”
Just like any other woman…blinded by preconceived notions of happily ever after. Shit.
“Kimmy, this will ruin us.” Jackson had seen what a so-called happy marriage could twist into. Had felt his parents’ union—and the violent war they called a divorce—as deeply as if a knife cut out his heart. Sixteen years and his mom hopped into bed with some guy as if his dad meant nothing. Sixteen years and his dad felt no remorse, taking her by the hair and throwing her naked from their home.
And that was just the beginning. How much they’d loved each other. And in the end, how much they’d hated…
It happened every day to tons of couples. Never would he do that to himself. To Kimmy.
Besides, he realized as she wrestled his grasp and grappled for his cock a second time, and protested vehemently, “It won’t!”, that there were other issues at hand. Kimmy really had no idea what she was getting herself into, hoping to hop into his bed. “I’m not the man you believe I am.”
“Are you kidding? I know you inside out and right side in.”
“Not entirely you don’t.”
He let those firm, unyielding words settle in, not prepared to elaborate. But then the vixen slinked beneath his arm, heading back to the party. “Fine. Like I said, since you don’t want me…”
She was playing him, he knew.
If he had half a brain about him, he would let her go.
But neither of those thoughts came as first instinct. Grabbing her did, hauling her back to him, this time with her facing the wall and that perfect little ass arched against his groin.
God, what was he doing to himself? “You’ve never been in my bedroom, Kimmy.”
“I want to be.” She wiggled, rubbed, nearly pushing him over the edge, tempting him with that beautiful butt of hers. God, how he loved a tight ass…
Jackson should have been walking—no, running—away. Instead, his perverse mind twisted to the locked closet in his bedroom. Shelves of toys. Nipple clamps. A vibrating sex clamp. Anal plugs.
Restraints.
Blindfolds.
Paddles.
And all the wicked things he’d love to do to her, his Kimmy. Jackson barely managed to clear the knot from his throat, the husky words he could not believe he was uttering. “What if my tastes…what if they’re more than you bargained for?”
“Like what?” Damn her, why’d she have to thrust her ass like that, as if inviting? Why’d he have to go and pinch it, inciting a strangled cry?
“You know, I could spank you for how you’ve acted tonight.” The words, unbidden, just slipped out. And there it was, his dirty desires exposed. To the one woman he was supposed to love cleanly.
Did she hesitate? Did she take offense? Offer up even the slightest amount of shock? No…not Kimmy. Not tonight. The hellion simply rubbed that behind against him seductively, invitingly. “Suppose I’d deserve it.”
No! No, she wouldn’t. And that was just his point.
Enlisting all his willpower, he paced a wide step back, hitting the opposite wall. This had to end. Now. “Seriously, I’m not doing this.”
With a sigh—or was it a moan—she turned to face him. In the hall’s dim light, those shimmering brown eyes danced, daring him, and she roved a slow tongue over supple lips. “Fine. I’ll go back to my original plans for the evening.”
She barely moved an inch and he blocked her. “Like hell you will!”
“Are you going to stop me?” she mocked, and Jackson found himself faced with a woman unshakable, glaring up at him. “So you know, I was offered an internship.”
His immediate reaction should have been joy. Instead he felt himself go cold inside. “What? Where?” he barely managed to ask.
“It doesn’t matter where. Either I’m yours, Jackson, or I’m not. Decide for once. Tonight, you want me or someone else will have me.”
Those words rang true. Already this had gone too far between them. Wasn’t reversible.
It was now or never, take her or leave her. No longer would Jackson have the best of two worlds, Kimmy in his home, his life, his…but not quite. Years he’d kept her at arm’s length but still in reach. Now she had something better to move on to and while he wanted that for her more than anything…
There was no mistaking her meaning. Either he pulled her close or pushed her away completely.
And God help him, Jackson knew what he had to do. Even if he didn’t want to.
Even if he really did.


Chapter Three
 
The clothes really had made the difference. Heels, as she’d discovered, weren’t really that difficult. Not if she concentrated hard enough…
Never had Kim felt bolder…sexier. Had no idea how she voiced aloud half of what had come out of her mouth tonight, much less gotten up on that table.
But she had. And it’d changed her world completely.
Okay, she’d had a drink or two. But one look at Jackson, unspoken needs smoldering in his eyes, and she’d been knocked dead sober. Now her future—theirs—tilted on an axis and the only weapon Kim possessed was his jealousy. There Jackson stood, obstructing the hall, angled jaw locked, those golden eyes licking with flames. So resilient. Such a liar. A total scaredy pants.
He wanted her…and she knew some part of him always had. That hard cock proved it.
“Sooner rather than later,” she goaded, knowing her false threats were creating a landslide of lust in her direction. Kim licked her lips, loving every second. “I’m going to leave singlehood behind. Leave you behind. Find myself a lover…probably some hot football player…and have lots and lots of sex…”
To emphasize her intentions, Kim dipped a shoulder, letting her bra strap slide over her arm.
“Right about now,” she went on, drawing her shoulders in close to mash her breasts together as she shook them teasingly. “I’m soooo horny.”
Like a bitch in heat. Wet. Wanting.
And from the groan he gave, he was her dog. “Will it be you, Jackson? Or—”
As predicted, the beast took the bait. “It sure as hell isn’t going to be anyone else.” Yanking the strap back into place, buttons flew as he yanked his dress shirt from his body and draped it around her, not even bothering to pull her arms through as he fastened the only two remaining buttons and caught her biceps through the thin fabric, towing her from the hall and through the condo. Past staring partygoers, past the woman she recognized as Veronica, his date, bare-chested he hauled her, her in his shirt. Embarrassing yet somehow invigorating cheers chased them out the door.
Dizzy from the striking reality of it—Jackson was actually going to make love to her—Kim’s heart walloped like a bass against her ribs.
He moved so fast she could barely keep up. Her feet tumbled. The walls whizzed by. Keys twisted. Doors slammed. Anticipation sizzled.
And suddenly they were there, in Jackson’s bedroom, and he was flicking on the bedside lamp. None too gently he thrust her toward the bed. “Sit,” came his concrete command.
Ohhhh…so he liked it rough, eh?
She clenched her pussy at the thought, warmth trickling down her inner thigh as she saluted, “Yes, sir!”, and lowered herself to the edge of the mattress, crossing her legs ladylike in an effort to contain the building pressure in her crotch.
Without another word, keys in hand, Jackson went to the closet directly across from her and unlocked a small padlock hanging from the handle that she’d never really noticed before. Until now not a lot of reason to come in his room. Except to lie about on his bed, smell his pillow and fantasize when he wasn’t home.
“You want me? Well…” The doors slid open and like a director waving attention to his stage, Jackson motioned to the large shelf that dominated the closet’s center between packed-in clothes. “This is me.”
There, in all its glory, reigned the one thing about him she did not know.
“What—” On shaky legs, Kim rose for a better look, shoving her hands through the sleeves of his shirt in the process. Three hesitant steps delivered her to the closet. On the top shelf, Satiny Smooth sex lubricant. Ribbed condoms for her pleasure. All fine and well, but then there were some sort of rubber dildo things, but smaller and still in the package. Three different sizes and colors. All arranged in neat little rows. Wow—he was uh…quite organized.
“What are those?” Was that really her speaking, voice confident, face flaming?
He stood behind her, barely an inch away, but not touching. “Anal plugs. Enhances a woman’s pleasure…and gets her ready in the event a man wants to enter her there.”
So bold. So matter-of-fact, straight out of her best friend’s mouth. Anal toys. Anal sex. Kim’s heart took up residence in her ears, drumming away. “Okay,” she barely managed.
Swallowing, she looked on.
Second shelf. Five sets of various nipple clamps—those she recognized. There were a couple made of plastic, a few that looked more like jewelry and something else that looked like nipple clamps except the pins were attached by short wires attached to some sort of remote box. “Electrocution?”
That shouldn’t turn her on. No. Uh-uh. She should be scared.
But curiosity blazed and her nipples pebbled almost painfully against the lace of her bra as he chuckled. “No, sweetie. Vibration.”
“Oh.” Was she disappointed? Definitely no… But realizing she would’ve let this man shock her—could actually be turned-on at the prospect—she knew she trusted him to bring her pleasure. Completely. Even as her pounding heart took over her body and her mind scrambled to grasp it all.
Reaching past her, he motioned to the tiny vise grips. “They’re sex clamps. These babies can fasten anywhere on your body. The remote makes them vibrate. Very pleasurable for a woman. Makes her come. Fast.”
“Wow.” Kim could believe that…she felt as if she were about to climax just looking at them and listening to Jackson’s smooth, velvety explanation.
Third shelf. A fur-lined paddle. Another sans fur with holes drilled out in the shape of a heart. Then one lined with sleek leather and a flogger, this one not made of leather but some sort of rope that shone like silk.
More, farther back, she couldn’t even see. “You have a lot of paddles.”
“My favorite toy. Even above the clamp.”
You know, I could spank you for how you’ve acted tonight.
Her arousal soared. Her pussy creamed. And in that moment, Kim learned something shocking about herself. Apparently, BDSM turned her on. “Okay,” she confirmed out loud, more to herself than him.
Fourth shelf. Handcuffs made of the same sleek roping. Neatly packaged restraints.
Fifth shelf. A triangle-shaped pillow she imagined was for lying over. Tied up. While he spanked her.
Kim trembled as Jackson stepped behind her, his nose and lips brushing her ear as he whispered, “Still think you want me? Think you can handle me?”
How could her whole perception of him have been so altered in less than five minutes?
Unable to speak, Kim nodded. Yes, she wanted him. Yes, she wanted him this way, spanking included. More than she’d ever wanted anything, ever.
And yes, she supposed, if she could handle scaling a four-hundred-foot rock wall or flipping her four-wheeler in the pouring rain or catching a baseball with her bare hands, she could handle a little sport in the bedroom.
She found her voice, in the form of a frog. “Piece of cake,” she croaked. “If you’re hungry.”
A groan—practically a growl—tore from his throat…in delight? In frustration?
She supposed she was about to find out.
 
Hungry? More like starved. Kimmy’s advances had ignited a burning hole in him, one that demanded to be filled. That twisted his soul.
Had he really convinced himself she’d take a look at his closet and call it quits?
Of course not. Nothing short of an earthquake gashing directly between them would scare stubborn Kimmy away. Not when her mind was set. How it’d set on him, he had no idea. “You should’ve let things be, Kimmy. We were happy.”
But so be it. He damn well wasn’t going to play nice tonight though, not when she was destroying their perfect friendship.
In the lamp’s golden glow, he undid those two pathetic buttons holding his shirt on her and slid it from her body to the floor. His fingers trembled as they trailed over the tanned flesh of her shoulder and back, and he took that seductively golden bra and popped free the hooks, letting it drop away. His hands searched out the plentiful breasts that glimpses of had taunted him for years. Not to mention all damn day.
His Kimmy. So good. So sweet. So safe.
“We. Were. Happy.” Now nothing would ever be the same.
“Liar. We’ve both been agonizing. I see the way you look at me. It’s obvious.”
Damn her.
Her moan filled the air as he cupped the supple mounds roughly, flattening them with his palms. Massaging. Exploring. Budded nipples sprung under his fingers, her flesh gave way to his demands. She leaned into him, inviting, “More!”
“Oh, you think?” Really believed she knew what she was getting into, didn’t she?
To test her, he pinched the tight buds, and her reaction—a cry of pleasure, followed by a quick tensing—was all the proof he needed. This girl, once untouchable, was all his. Any way he’d have her, clay in his quaking hands. How could this be happening?
He pinched again, harder, and she mewed delight.
Jackson could have held her there like that, playing forever. So soft and sweet and whimpering her willingness despite the pain-laced plucks he applied. But his cock had other plans in mind.
His cock demanded what it had wanted and been denied too many years to count. Of that she was right about…but it didn’t mean he had to like it.
Or be nice about it. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
About the sex. About what would happen to them afterward. Perfection destroyed.
Skidding blunt fingers over the flat of her belly, Jackson bent at the knee, his face butt level—damn, how she smelled like sex—as he fished Japanese silk rope handcuffs from the fourth shelf down. Sliding the openings over graceful fingers, he pulled her hands behind her back and jerked them tight by way of the wedge in the middle, securing her.
His fingers fluttered there, at that binding, hesitant. This was Kimmy…
Deep down, he knew he didn’t need to do this. He could just take her, thrust into that juicy cunt and drive them both into oblivion. Make love.
Love. The prospect whispered to him, all light and feathery, like the urging of an angel.
But Jackson had never made love to anyone, ever, in his whole life. He fucked.
Hot with anger for wanting what could only destroy, for her forcing this onto him, Jackson knotted his grasp around those handcuffs and wrenched her around, shoving her several steps then hurling her facedown on the bed. “You know what, Kimmy?”
“What?” She bounced with a gleeful cry, much like she was enjoying his rough ways already—damn her—and Jackson, control a thin thread, caught the zipper at the back of her skirt and dragged it from her body, over shapely legs.
Her thong followed suit, cast somewhere behind him. “You want this so bad. You’re damn well going to pay for it.”
Before he knew what she was about, Kimmy tucked her knees under her belly, face flat to the mattress as she wagged that sweet round ass, and cooed, “Ohhh…still plan to spank me, Sir?”
“Absolutely. And then some.” More than she bargained for, he guaranteed that, and did she ever deserve it. Dancing like that. Acting like this. Inviting him to spank her as boldly as she demanded sex.
Pushing him off the edge when he’d tiptoed along it so carefully for years. Kimmy knew he didn’t want a serious relationship, had no plans for love in his future.
Damn her for doing this. Now there was no going back.
Spank her? Just for starters!
Suddenly Jackson was overwhelmed with the desire to punish her. With a fierce growl, he tore himself from his mesmerized state above her and returned to his closet, rummaging his spanking shelf for just the right paddle.
One lined with fur. Another smooth plastic one, cool to the touch with holes drilled out. His flogger.
Nope, nope and nope.
And then Jackson’s fingers encountered a narrow handle buried in the back. On a whim he’d had it personalized from some online specialty shop years ago but had never quite been moved enough by any woman to use it.
His Jackson paddle. Two inches wide, his name cut from black leather. When he spanked her, Jackson would be imprinted on her behind.
Jackson, Jackson, Jackson…branded in red all over those sexy, curved pale flanks.
Snagging a set of nipple clamps and his sex clamp because, dammit, he intended to punish her thoroughly—with orgasms—he practically leaped from the closet to the bed, far too eager to deliver the first blow as he crawled on the mattress behind her and let his arm rip, smacking down sharply on creamy-white flesh.
Beneath him, she cried out, reared up, incentive for him to drop those clamps, push her down and slap the paddle down smartly a second time. “Yup. You want this,” he reminded, drinking in the sight of his name—barely readable, but his name all the same—crimson on her behind. “And you’re going to get it.”
Jackson.
Nothing had ever been hotter than the sight of that. Nothing ever sent Jackson over the edge so swiftly, so suddenly. All control was lost.
With his other hand, he dipped into her wet cunt and searched out her entrance, thrusting four fingers far inside her. She bellowed as her body welcomed him easily, and he drove those digits deep. Hard. Fast. “Happy now, Kimmy?” Thrust, thrust. Smack, smack! “This what you wanted? You’ve ruined us.”
When she didn’t answer right away, he snagged the arms bound at her back and hurled her over. Straddling her waist, his blind hands searched out those nipple clamps, finding them quickly.
Taking her left nipple between his fingers, he tweaked and rolled the pebbled bud until he was certain it would harden no further. Then he slid the latexed end of the tweezer clamp over her nipple, drawing the circle at the end to tighten its grasp.
“Oh!” The heat in that coffee-colored gaze inviting more, Kimmy arched her back, already bowed from lying on her cuffed hands.
“Still so sure, Kimmy?” he dared her. “Still want this?”
Testing his boundaries, he tightened the clamp just slightly more and Kimmy sucked in a whistlely gasp, biting her lower lip as she shouted, “Yes!” and he knew he’d hit the spot.
Silently, Jackson applied the same treatment to the second nipple and adored how her whole body went stiff, intense with arousal as he climbed off and rolled her back over, positioning her face to the mattress and her butt in the air, quickly regaining the paddle and thrusting his fingers inside her.
Smack, smack, smack!
Her cries rent the air, but he wasn’t gentle, wouldn’t be, because he had a point to prove. “Kimmy wants this.”
Smack, smack, smack!
She could tell him to stop at any time. He’d welcome nothing more, though his painfully hard cock might turn him blue for it.
Jackson, Jackson, Jackson!
Along her upper thighs. Across those round globes. Fleshy hips. Smack, smack, smack! Red slashed in crisscross patterns and she whimpered and cried out, again and again, rearing against his fucking fingers, scrambling away from his blows.
Punished. Just as she deserved.
 
“Still happy, Kimmy?” he demanded with the harsh slash of that paddle. His hand plundered, pushing inside, spreading her wide. “Still sure?”
Smack! Smack, smack, smack! Leather bit into her and her response, however inane, came automatic. “Very!” she ground out, jaw clenched. Very.
Kim had never known such exquisite pain could exist. Never had a man touched her, used her this way. Never had she even ventured to fantasize over such things…
But she liked it.
Her nipples were so tight, pinched and dancing with tingly pricks, and brushing across the comforter as her breasts dangled. Her ass was on fire, her cunt creamy with desire, pulsing with need so intense she was sure she’d die from wanting.
Simultaneously, she squeezed both fists secured at her back and her pussy muscles around his fingers, grasping for control of herself. “More, Jackson!”
If this is what he was, then she could never get enough. Spank her silly. Kim loved him and she loved this.
“More,” he pulverized the word between gnashed teeth. “That so?”
And then he was gone, her request somehow having driven him away, and Kim wanted nothing more than to take it back.
“Jackson?” Without him there, the air around her flaming butt felt oddly cold, her pussy miserably empty. Abandoned. “Jackson?”
She listened to him rummaging, knew he was in the closet, but she couldn’t move. Was paralyzed by her desire.
“You on birth control?” he called out.
“Of course.”
“Good. I’ve got a condom on anyway.”
And then he was back, squirting butt-clenchingly cold liquid along the seam of her ass. Satiny Smooth.
Kim gasped, remembering those plugs, and ached in fearful yearning. Would he? Really?
“Like being punished, don’t you, Kimmy?”
She couldn’t deny it. Not when it was by him, like this.
“Answer me, dammit!” A broader, round paddle clapped against her ass, stinging, and Kim knew instantly it was the one with the holes in the shape of a heart.
Thwap, thwap, thwap! His spanking agonized, in more than one way. Fingers explored her rectum, spreading Satiny Smooth.
“Yes!”
“Yes, what?” Thwap, thwap, thwap!
“Yes, Sir!”
“Hmmm…I like that.” His pinky slid inside the tight hole he’d been investigating, inverting her world. Kim shook, so ready to come but needing him inside her so intensely. “Tell me, Kimmy, tell me how bad you are. You want me so much. Beg me to punish you.”
She’d do better than that. She’d be bad. “I told you not to call me Kimmy, dickhead!”
Thwack, thwack, thwack! The paddle came down hard, spiraling pleasure-pain through her.
“I’m not crying mercy!” she threatened. Thwack, thwack, thwack! “Call me ‘Kim’!”
His growl seemed to echo off the walls and something cool and rubbery met her anus, shoving and demanding its wide way inside, and Kim nearly came. Struggling for composure, she held herself against collapsing.
The plug settled into place and Kim half sighed, half gasped in relief, only to realize the amount he’d entered was but a nub and bigger portions were yet to come.
Jackson pressed the plug even farther, this section wider, forcing her to open for him, and Kim couldn’t help the resulting cries that mewed from her. “I’m bad…so bad, Jackson…” she relented, whimpering with need. “Punish me.”
As if she could take any more!
Luckily, Jackson knew her limits even when she did not. “Two for now, but you’ll take more,” he promised and patted her butt goodbye, leaning forward to kiss either cheek.
Settling himself on his knees behind her, Jackson brought the cock she’d desired for what felt like eternity to her pussy, aligning with her slit. Hovering there, he tortured her with his presence, making her need balloon.
Fingers clenched her right butt cheek, digging in. The other hand rested atop that plug, applying pressure.
“Kim.” That was it, just her name, whispered as if he were in pain.
Seconds of agony passed and Kim began to worry that he was having misgivings yet again—fine time for that. Her clit throbbed in rhythm with the passing seconds.
Oh please, oh please, oh please! She needed him, needed him now.
One…
Two…
Three…
Four…
Five…
Then out of nowhere, bam! That cock slammed into her and the hand riding that plug thrust, driving another nub deep.
Kim gasped in shock, in mind-blurring ecstasy as Jackson buried himself, nestling into her body as if he planned to stay forever. Pressure as she’d never known filled her ass, her cunt. Fulfillment, her heart.
Purposefully, she swung her breasts, brushing tight nipples against soft cotton. Her body shuddered, her world spun. More. She just wanted more…more Jackson. More of this intense brand of love.
“I love you,” she couldn’t stop herself from sputtering on a whimper—for that, she knew, he would punish her. And she wanted him to.
“Damn you, Kimmy.” Pulling back, he lunged full force into her. “Damn you, you’re mine now.”
And he proved it, driving into her hard and furious, without mercy, taking her to the hilt. Taking her—as if she weren’t given freely—over and over and over again, his bare hand thwacking her ass, spiraling fire through her. Punishing. Promising.
Because it wasn’t enough—it could never be enough—again she vowed, “I love you.”
Again he damned her.
Her body recoiled with his every powerful thrust and Kim fought to stay on her knees, battled for the strength to ram herself against him, smacking her clit to his balls as he spanked her ass.
As if he sensed her struggles, his free hand came up, gripping and tangling her hair. Tugging her head from the mattress, forcing her chin up, he suspended her in midair, holding tight. Her scalp prickled, pain pulled, and he propelled those hips faster, harder, giving her more. Taking more.
More, more, more…
“Yes, yes, yes!”
Kim’s tilted world began spinning out of control, whirling and blurring with pleasure so intense, all manner of control tossed the way of her shirt back at the party and she was certain she was about to fly right off her axis. Hurtle into space.
She bucked and cried, shivered and tingled, and just when Kim was certain she could fly no higher, Jackson muttered, “Damn you,” and ceased his spanking, jamming fingers between her butt crack and pushing the plug past the final nub.
Kim lost it. Went completely wild, sucked into a tunnel of ecstasy, her pussy rippling and squirting around his cock as she came and came. His thrusts never slowed, milking her orgasm for all it was worth until she turned to putty in his hands, replete.
 
Jackson lowered her to the bed, releasing his grip on her silky strands. His hand meandered down her back, worshipping.
Kimmy. His Kimmy. How wonderful she was.
His heart tied in knots at the thought of losing her—unavoidable in time. Their friendship was solid. But love? Worse—as he’d surmised when she wouldn’t tell him where her internship was—long-distance love?
Love never lasted. Was too ugly to chance.
They’d have a few great honeymoon days together. Maybe months. Maybe even years. Then the fighting would start. The cheating. Worlds would crumble. Kids might even be involved. Be hurt.
No. To entertain the thought was as much torture as losing her right off. Jackson closed his eyes to the reality of the situation and molded his palms to the adorably round globes he’d spanked, flaming red and marked with his fading name, and inhaled the heady scent of their lovemaking. It wafted heavy in the air, thick with pussy. Her pussy, a fragrance he never wanted to forget.
His Kimmy.
If he was bound to lose her, then have her he would. Thoroughly and completely.
On his knees between her legs, he edged his thumb to that plug, outlining it, and smiled when she whimpered at his touch and he witnessed the stretched ring of her anus clench in—
In what? Anticipation? Nervousness? Fear?
She had to realize what he was about to do, but though she’d never voiced it aloud, Jackson was certain no other man had taken her in this manner. A fact he relished.
She was ready for him—he’d ensured that—and have her this way he would. He wanted Kimmy to scream his name, to know that this part of her, this dirty side he’d never imagined, was his…all his.
Pulling her back onto her knees, he claimed the rubber stopper in his grasp, turning it inside her just for fun.
Kimmy went wild, head and breasts thrashing on the bed. Jackson twirled it again and she cried out, clutching those handcuffed fists. Pounding them against her back as if it were so good she couldn’t stand it. “Yes, Jackson! Yes!”
As if she were answering him before he even asked.
“Good girl,” he murmured, giving the plug a small tug. “I know you want me to take you here, don’t you?”
With a gasp, Kimmy craned her neck, staring at him with those big beautiful brown eyes.
“Shhh…” he encouraged, easing it from her body. “You want to be mine? Well, I’m not done with you yet.”
His other hand stroked her clenching butt cheeks, massaging her tense muscles, imploring her to relax as he removed the plug and took his time doing it, every once in a while giving it a twirl, loving the way she whimpered in delight. His. All his.
Once it had slipped completely free, he smacked her ass hard in promise and crawled from the bed. To the closet and back he darted, depositing the plug on a tissue and regaining his Jackson paddle and lube and the sex clamp that would ensure her ultimate orgasm. Given he was about to spank and fuck the hell out of her ass, she deserved some pleasure too.
Taking one of the clamps in hand, he adjusted the tension, not wanting it to be too tight as he applied it to her clit, just enough so it was snug and wouldn’t fall off.
She moaned in wonderment, adding on a heated whisper, “The vibrating thing?”
“You know it.” Thinking about her earlier assumption—electrocution—he secured the second vise to the loose skin at the entrance to her vagina, just so, and left it hanging there, pulling at the hot flesh it would soon shudder into oblivion. “I’m curious. Would you?”
“Would I what?”
Oh right, she couldn’t read his thoughts—though sometimes it seemed like it. “Let me shock you?”
She was tensely quiet a moment, as if taking the time to let the question sink in. “Well, Jackson…I don’t imagine there’s anything I wouldn’t allow, not when it comes to you.”
Those words were the sweetest thing he’d ever heard. “Then maybe one day we will try a little spark with our sex.”
One day. The unintended promise made Jackson quake on the inside as he loosened the knot securing her hands, bringing them beneath her to the control switch.
Guiding her fingers, he explained, “You can turn it on…” And he did, making her jump and squeal as clit and pussy shuddered with little trembles. Bringing her fingers with him, he slid the dial higher, inciting raspy cries of delight. “And you can turn it up. As you please.”
Then he was back between her legs, widening her stance on her knees and nestling his cock along her rectum. The bud clenched as he smeared Satiny Smooth along her crack, using two fingers to push the liquid inside her, spreading it around.
How tight she was on his fingers. How glorious she would feel around his cock.
Unable to wait any longer, Jackson slid free, replacing his fingers with his cock. With ease, he pushed into her one inch at a time. Ever so achingly slow, so not to hurt her.
Her little huffs of delight pleased him immensely, making some unnamed emotion well within him. How compatible they were…through and through.
Never could he be more pleased at the way her body accepted him, gripping but opening up, permitting a deep entrance, and Jackson settled in her ass as if he belonged there.
Once he was as far as he could lodge, he stayed himself, just feeling the pressure the taut channel exuded. Little vibrations as she sought her own pleasure. The way she twitched that bottom as if to say, “Where you at?”
He could have stayed like that, buried in her warmth, forever.
But as his cock reminded him, he had a woman to punish still—damn her.
“Turn it higher,” he commanded with a harsh slap of the paddle, realizing she’d dropped the control. And it wasn’t a request. “The highest it’ll go.”
Kimmy reared up and cried out, making a furious rush to obey him as he smacked that ass again, retreated then sank deep.
Ah ecstasy.
Sheer oblivion.
That was how he took her, slow and easy and deep, his cock pushing in and out that transfixing tunnel as his paddle clapped trademarked flesh.
Thwack, thwack, thwack!
In and out…slow and deep…
Thwack, thwack, thwack!
In and out…slow and deep…
How intensely she clasped him. How powerful she made him feel.
How much he wanted the red name enflamed on her ass to signify something real.
That overwhelming desire only drove him to spank her harder. Harder and harder and harder, keeping his cock plunges careful almost impossible. He wanted to fuck her with all the passion he felt, welling up inside, taking over.
Damn her for dancing on that table. Thwack, thwack, thwack!
Damn her for making him do this. Making him love her completely. Thwack, thwack, thwack!
Damn her for changing everything. Them. Him. Life as he knew it. Thwack, thwack, thwack!
Damn her for ruining everything. And for making it so exquisitely perfect…if only for a night.
Thwack, thwack, thwack! Thwack, thwack, thwack!
And finally—thank God, because Jackson was getting so carried away, he could hardly keep his head about him—Kimmy was mewing and quaking with a second orgasm. Her pleasure satisfied him intensely, knowing he’d given her double.
Only when she yet again collapsed beneath him, completely spent, did he let go and allow himself to thrust faster. To take what he really needed. Three quick strikes and he blasted with ecstasy. Buried deep and jerked with a mind-blowing orgasm that blurred the edges of reality. Darkness ebbed, satisfaction reigned, and somewhere distantly Jackson heard the cry, “Damn you, Kimmy! I love you!”


Chapter Four
 
“Get out.”
That was how Kim woke up, yanked abruptly from the most satisfying sleep she’d experienced since before college, when she was a teen who could sleep ’til noon.
“Huh?” With a yawn, she stretched both mind and body, feeling warm sunshine on exposed skin. A lot of exposed skin, snuggled and tangled in the sheets next to even more exposed skin. Hard and slightly hairy…warm and wonderful.
Wonderful. Right on.
Kim inhaled the day, knowing it would be one to always remember. Jackson’s scent, that of pure man, pure exertion, and their scent, that of pure sex, enveloped her. They’d finally taken years and years of friendship to the next level. Nothing could be more perfect.
“I said get out.”
Wait. Jackson hadn’t just told her to leave. Had he?
Kim must have misunderstood. Maybe he was talking to the cat they didn’t have. Maybe nosy friends had come to spy on them. Or Veronica just couldn’t take a hint.
But Jackson could not be talking to her like that. “Wha—”
Whiskey eyes burned down on her, his slanted jaw locked. “Get out, I said. This didn’t happen.” As if to prove those sharp, cutting words, Jackson gave her a little shove toward the opposite side of the bed. Away from that gloriously naked body that had thoroughly claimed her last night. Away from him.
Damn you, Kimmy, he’d said, Damn you, you’re mine now.
Damn you, Kimmy, I love you.
Now all he said was, “Out,” and looked away as if he couldn’t stand the sight of her. “You have your internship. I have my ways. It’s over.”
Completely devoid of emotion. Of any sort of compassion.
Kim’s stomach soured as if she’d crested the highest point on a roller coaster and now it was time to plummet. “Uh, yes, this did happen. And it isn’t just over. Not like this.”
She didn’t budge. She refused to.
A cold sweat broke out over her skin as if all the heat had left her body and rushed to her face where she flamed, never more aware of the clothes she didn’t wear. Of the unspeakable things he’d done to her last night…spanked her over and over, teased her into oblivion, taken her anally…
And now…
“No. It. Didn’t.” He growled the words, denying her even a glance. “And. Yes. It. Is.”
What?
She hadn’t been drunk last night, but maybe he had. Maybe he really didn’t remember. That was the only plausible explanation she could dredge up.
Kim tugged the sheet around her, trying to cover the truth, but no amount of thin cotton could change that she was lying to herself. He recalled every fraction of what had transgressed between them all too well. Restraining her. Paddling her. Driving her to near madness with those vibrating clamps. Claiming all of her. And he still wanted her out. Gone from his life.
Tears threatened. Her heart split into shards. “Why are you doing this?”
Why?
Deep down reality rang clear. Hadn’t he warned her? This will ruin us. And he’d meant it. Jackson would not let love into his life, ever. Not even for her.
Nor would he let her turn down the chance of a lifetime to be with him.
His next words proved it. “Why can’t you just listen to me and forget about it?”
But that was never going to happen. They both knew it, which is why he whispered a reluctant, “I’m sorry,” before throwing himself from the bed buck-naked. Her eyes followed tousled hair and hard ass muscles and strong shoulders—shoulders she’d relied on for what seemed like forever—disappearing into the bathroom.
“I’m going to Philly, Jackson. My internship is with the Eagles.”
She swore she saw him hesitate before the door slammed behind him, shutting her out completely. And Kim knew this was no one’s fault but her own.
She’d tempted him beyond reasoning. True to his nature, he’d used her body and nothing more.
God, she was an idiot! Like a fool, she’d counted herself different from his other flings. The countless women, all dismissed in the morning.
Now it was her turn.
She’d convinced herself their friendship made the difference. That for her, Jackson would give love a chance.
But love had no chance with him. His head, filled with immaturely preconceived notions, had long since closed off his heart.
Dragging the sheet with her, wrapping it about her sex-sore body, Kim stormed from the room, blinded by tears. Twice was all the proof she needed. It was over. She might as well face the truth head-on. Philly, here she came.
* * * * *
Cold marble walls surrounded him, hot water rained down, and Jackson clenched fists at his ears, trying to drown it all out.
God, she had an internship with the Eagles! In Philly!
The Eagles, for hell’s sake. He punched at the streaming water, scattering droplets.
It was better just to let her go. For them both. A hundred miles between them was for the best.
Absolutely the best.
But nothing could wash away the images. Kimmy, bowed before him, his name blistered red across her bottom. Kimmy, submitting to him fully, taunting him, begging him for more…telling him she was bad. Kimmy, mewing with delight as he thrust into that slick cunt, that tight ass…
What had he done? He wondered that about this morning as much as last night.
God, he ached inside. He was losing her, hurting her, and the thought made his heart bleed. Never had he felt more raw.
Been more afraid.
All he could think about was his mom and dad. The sixteen years they’d seemed fine together. The ensuing split that came out of nowhere. Dad catching Mom cheating…physically hurling her from the house. The lawyers. The ugly lies.
The horrible things they said to each other.
Slut.
Bastard.
Money whore.
Cheap, no-good father.
Constantly being forced to choose sides. The utter hatred. Being smacked around if he dared stand up for the other one. His dad claiming he’d love nothing more than to put a bullet in his mom’s head.
Knowing Dad had a pistol in the closet.
And now…
The ugly reality that it happened every day, to kids, to parents. On the news, a woman held hostage by the man she’d once loved and now despised. A child kept away from his father, now kidnapped.
Divorce statistics shooting through the roof.
Not him, he’d sworn. Never, never, ever.
The phone in the bedroom began ringing, over and over and over, distantly annoying, and he wanted to holler for her to pick it the hell up. Instead, the front door resonated with chilling finality and the answering machine clicked on, replaying their message.
This is Jackson…
And Kim… her sweet voice joined in, making tears burn in his eyes. Emotion he refused to release, that made his clenched jaw quake. We’re not home right now. You know what to do!
Go Eagles! The little idiot spat at the end, followed by some shuffling—Jackson giving her a hearty shove out the way. Ravens! Ravens!
There was more shuffling—them wrestling to the ground, he bittersweetly remembered—followed by a quick beep. And it was over. They were over.
Right? God, how it hurt.
Then Kimmy’s mom’s voice filled the room, rambling on about plans for her father’s birthday, and in that instant, Jackson knew. Suddenly, with everything in him, he realized that he’d screwed up big-time because, as he tied a towel around his waist and bolted from the room and down the seemingly never-ending hallway, it was not his parents he was thinking of but hers.
Smiling. Happy. An older couple—Kimmy was their youngest. They were strong and steady. Still kissed at sixty. Still held hands. Still laughed, still loved. And always would, Jackson knew with certain finality.
Just as he would always love Kimmy. Forever was possible.
She was more than a potential girlfriend, a prospective wife. She was a friend. His sidekick. His everything and anything.
Hollering at Friday-night football games. Beer and pizza. The woman who swapped cleaning his toilet for him changing her oil and who could devour more hot peppers than any of his male buddies and who made ridiculous bets with money she didn’t have. The woman who made him smile, made him laugh. Made him happy.
Need he mention, officially the best sex of his life?
Having her, Jackson really did have it all. Unless he lost her.
He was losing her. Why would he just throw away the best thing in his life?
The prospect only drove him faster, wet feet plodding across their carpet as he threw open the front door and caught sight of her entering the elevator. Suitcase and bags in tow. “Kimmy! Wait!”


Chapter Five
 
“Please wait!”
One step. One step and she could walk away from years of aching for him. Cold words, colder heartbreak. She could never suffer silently as he’d asked of her and he was never going to want the relationship that she so desired.
One step and she could put it all behind her. One step. One step and a great future awaited.
But love stopped her short. Love, full of ridiculous hope. Misplaced faith in him.
Kim didn’t turn, didn’t look at the footsteps pounding fast down the hall. She couldn’t, lest she fall to pieces. “I won’t pretend, Jackson, not anymore. I’m going to my parents…I’ll be back for the rest of my stuff later.”
And then he was there, sweeping her into his arms, mouth slamming down on hers, tongue thrusting past hers lips. Making bittersweet promises. Claiming her in that kiss, claiming her as he should have that morning. Claiming her as he should’ve long ago if he weren’t such a stubborn hardhead set in his ways.
But then…what if this was just another last night? What if Jackson was simply confused and would regret their kiss the moment he pulled away?
Their lips tangled and, despite fear, she couldn’t stop herself from kissing him back with everything in her, tears sliding down her face and into their mouths.
Jackson Hanley had officially become the bane of her existence.
Fingers swept the wet trails. “Don’t cry,” he pleaded, those lips still pressed to hers. Licking away salt water, tasting the pain he’d caused. “Don’t cry, Kimmy. I do love you. I do.”
How Kim wanted to believe that. Needed it like her next breath. “But—”
Before she could get out another word, Jackson scooped her into his arms against his damp, bare chest, holding her tight. One hand conformed to her bottom, the other wrapped around her side, settled just under the swell of her breast, and he kissed her again, deeper, harder, his mouth devouring any protest, any show of uncertainty she might make. “I’m going to make love to you.” Abandoning her bags, he raced the distance between the elevator and their condo. “You’re the first. The only.”
“But—”
“But there’s been lots of sex. Lots of wild, rough fucking like last night.” He waltzed through the open door, kicking it shut behind them. It reverberated a loud bang and they made it no farther than that. Jackson deposited her on the rug and crawled over her. “Lots of toys and kink and spanking. But you… You,” he groaned.
He said no more, didn’t have to. Didn’t damn her either. His mouth declared anything and everything left to be said.
Jackson kissed her face, her neck, shoving up her t-shirt to smear wet pecks over her chest, pulling aside her bra to lick her nipples. Round and round, sucking, nipping…driving her wild. Fingers molded and stroked her breasts as he whispered of their perfection and Kim was on instant fire, wet with wanting. Desperate for his whole love, finally.
His towel fell away—she couldn’t believe he’d gone into the hall like that—and slowly, sensuously he tugged every article of clothes from her body and worshipped every bare inch of her with mouth and fingers. From breasts to belly then between her legs. Touching. Teasing. Gliding.
“You are,” he murmured hot against her pussy, the wisp of his words causing her to gasp, “the sexiest thing alive. Don’t ever change.”
Inside, Kim swelled. He’d no idea what that meant to her. No idea at all…
Full of carnal energy, her hips arched and rode his face and his tongue plunged, dipping into her pussy, applying pressure to her clit. His finger prodded, inching between to slide in her anus, lodged there to assert the ownership he’d claimed last night. “Mine.”
“Yours,” she vowed. “All of me. Always.”
With one final kiss to her clit, he brought that powerful chest over her, lifting, that finger still buried deep as he angled himself at her slit. “Shit. No condom.”
“Birth control. I don’t care.” Easily, his cock slipped inside and he proceeded to make love to her. Face-to-face, staring down at her adoringly, jaw locked in a way that was only his, golden eyes lit with love. Finger and cock pulsing steady and hard and concentrated.
“Ah Kimmy…”
Suddenly, she didn’t mind that so much. Not so long as she was his Kimmy.
“We’ll make Philly work,” he swore. “Two hours isn’t so bad. And we’re forever…forever, Kimmy.”
And she knew they could. That they would.
Once again she was giving herself to him and once again he was taking. But this time was for real. For forever.
Forever, as his hips plunged and retreated, striking against her rising pelvis. Forever, as her body clenched and held him, never wanting to let go. Forever, as they rose and fell in rhythm, climbing to the sweetest peak. Swirling there, bliss pounding through their hearts, their bodies as they shattered into each other with resounding finality. Forever.
And when it was finished, he turned her over and made love to her again. And again and again that day, each and every way. An orgasm for every year they should’ve been like this…perfect together.
Best friends, best lovers.
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