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      I’ve scored the best internship ever… with an Alphahole.

      

      Six more months and I’ll finally have my PhD from Oxford University in hand.

      

      All that’s left is this silly internship. Making it international is the only fun part about it.

      

      And I’ve won the jackpot on the company and location.

      

      I get to work with one of the most successful businessmen in the world.

      

      He’s an over-the-top sexy Australian who’s considered his country’s favorite son.

      

      The only drawback?

      

      He’s a grade-A jerk.

      

      Where he is, you’re sure to find models, ritzy nightclubs, fast cars, and faster socialites.

      

      Crazy enough, our bachelor of the year is also a single father, and his little boy could make anyone’s heart melt.

      

      Seeing my a-hole boss with his son is a rare look at the man behind the tabloids that very few get.

      

      Which is good, seeing as it makes my panties melt like they’re made of candy.

      

      I’ve only got six months. I can do this. I must.

      When things heat up, and they do oh so fast, the important thing is to keep our love affair a secret.

      

      Can you imagine the scandal? And worse, what if Oxford learns about us?

      

      My internship will be yanked and my entire future might go with it.

      

      Come down under. It’ll be beautiful. Wonderful. Incredible.

      

      Sure, unless you drown in lust and can’t seem to find your way back up.
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        Hey! We’re missing you over here at the Parker’s Insider Group.

        Where you at?!?

        Come grab your spot with the best book part in town and let’s connect.

      

        

      
        Also you get a FREE novel when you join, cause, why not?

      

        

      
        See you on the inside…
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      To everyone who picks up one of my books. I know you could read a million others, so thank you for reading mine. I have a soft spot for turning a hard-headed alpha guy into a prince for his lady. Maybe because that’s partially my story too.

      

      Weston

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          ROSE

        

      

    

    
      Oxford University.

      It was the place dreams were made of. My dreams anyway.

      Maybe that made me a nerd, but I didn’t really care. The iconic town and famed university had captured my heart the first time I’d seen it in a picture, and the more I’d learned about it, the more desperate I’d become to attend.

      Getting in had been my goal for the first eighteen years of my life. Working toward first my degrees in business had kept me busy for the last seven. To get this far, I’d become a master at filling out scholarship application forms.

      Every minute spent stressing over whether I would get it, every night spent tossing and turning over what I would do if I didn’t, it would all have been worth it when I got to get up on that stage in my black gown.

      Soon, I would graduate with my PhD from one of the most prestigious schools in the world. I, Roselyn Lily Joyce of middle-class origin from small-town America, would be Doctor Roselyn Joyce, holder of a degree from Oxford freaking University in England.

      Excitement made my heart thrum like a hummingbird in my chest. I had only one more semester to go before I graduated. It was my final semester before I had to figure out what to do with the rest of my life.

      If I was lucky, I would get to spend the next six months researching a world-class businessperson and being mentored by them at the same time.

      They offered mentorship for the last semester to all the candidates in my program, but there was only one international internship up for grabs. The competition to get it had been fierce. An internship with someone of such high caliber was hard to come by for those of us without networks and contacts of our own.

      We hadn’t been told yet who the tycoon offering a spot at their company was, but it didn’t matter. I didn’t really care who the subject was, and neither had any of the others. It was bound to be someone we could learn a lot from while researching them for our final report.

      We’d been waiting for weeks to find out which one of us had been selected. The chosen one would not only get to study a renowned entrepreneur but would also get to do it in Australia.

      Before the applications had opened up, we’d been warned to apply only if we were willing to move to the sunny land down under for the duration of the semester. They’d said it like having to move away for half a year might deter some people from applying. It hadn’t.

      I’d never been to Australia before. Hell, before coming to Oxford, I’d never even left the great state of Ohio. I’d done some research on the place, though, and getting to spend six months there had only made me want the internship more.

      Early this morning, I had received an email from my adviser asking me to come in for a meeting in his office at noon. My fingers were crossed that I was about to find out whether I would be the one packing my bags for the trip.

      Even if I hadn’t been selected for the internship, I still hoped the professor was about to tell me who my assigned mentor for the semester would be. Not having been the successful applicant for the internship would suck, but at least then I’d know.

      The uncertainty was becoming unbearable, and any mentor was better than no mentor. Just having the opportunity to work with someone who could teach me how to become successful was more than good enough for me.

      The clock tower outside my professor’s office chimed at exactly noon, and I sat up a little straighter. He would return from his class any second and hopefully give me the news. If this was just a standard checking-in meeting, I was going to feel like a total idiot.

      A disappointed total idiot, but a total idiot nonetheless.

      Dragging in a deep, calming breath through my nostrils, I caught a whiff of sage and lemon hanging in the air. God, I love that smell.

      It was the cleaning product used in most of the buildings I’d had classes in over the years. If it was sad or lame that I was such a sucker for this place that I was even in love with the cleaning products they used, then so be it.

      One day when I was old and gray, I would still associate that cool, clean smell with this incredible place. And I would still be in love with it.

      Before the last chime sounded outside, the door behind me opened and my advisor walked in.

      Professor McDonald was an older man or, as I had learned they referred to him here, a “distinguished gentleman.”

      Elegantly striding across the hardwood floor, he hung his leather satchel on its designated hook and smoothed out his jacket before taking a seat behind his desk.

      “Good afternoon, Ms. Joyce,” he said, the corners of his lips tipping into a brief but polite smile. His blue eyes were sharp but kind as they rested unwaveringly on mine. “I trust you are well?”

      “Very well. Thank you, professor.” I inclined my head gently, trying to mimic the poise with which people did things around here. “How about you?”

      He waved a wrinkled hand in one short but somehow still graceful motion. “Oh, I’m fine. I wanted to meet with you to discuss the mentoring and internship opportunity in Australia.”

      Hope sparked in my chest. I managed not to scoot to the edge of my seat and start bouncing in anticipation, but it was difficult not to. It’s time. It’s finally time.

      “Yes, sir.” My voice came out a touch squeakier than I’d have liked, but my hands remained folded in my lap. Hopefully, there was no external sign of the bounciness I felt inside.

      “I have good news for you.” He reclined in his shiny leather chair, but his calm eyes stayed on mine. “Congratulations. You have been selected as the successful candidate. I hope you’re still willing to relocate temporarily.”

      It took everything I had not to jump up and break into a victory dance, but I restrained myself—for the moment.

      “That’s wonderful news, professor.” I might not have broken out in a spontaneous dance routine, but I couldn’t stop a wide grin from spreading on my lips. “Thank you so much for choosing me. I’m more than willing to go.”

      “It wasn’t only my decision, so there’s no need to thank me. You’re one of our top students. We’re proud of you and we know you’ll make us proud in Australia.”

      “I will, sir.” I wasn’t even just grinning anymore. I was beaming. “I plan on making the most of the internship, learning as much as I can, and delivering an excellent final report.”

      “I’m sure you will.” He laced his fingers together. “There’s one more thing that we expect from you while you’re there, though.”

      “Anything, professor.” I was ecstatic about this opportunity. There was nothing they could throw at me I wouldn’t be willing to do to learn from one of the top businesspeople in the world.

      My advisor peered at me over the top of his horn-rimmed glasses, reaching up to adjust them while sliding open one of his desk drawers. “We’re interested in developing an undergraduate course about the entrepreneur your internship has been set up with.”

      “Okay.” Bubbles of elation still traveled through my veins. “If you’d let me know the information required, I’ll be sure to collect it while I’m there.”

      He pulled out a thick manila envelope and placed it down in front of him, laying his hands over the top of it. “This is the material of a similar course to the one we’re looking at developing. It would be useful if you could look over this for a start. I’ve also included a list of basic information we’d need, as well as a rough-draft curriculum.”

      I nodded. “I understand. You need me to populate the items in the curriculum in its current form and to trim and tailor it as I learn about them.”

      Professor McDonald smiled, looking mighty pleased with himself. “You’re quite right. I knew you were the best candidate for the job.”

      The hummingbird started doing its thing in my chest again. I couldn’t believe I’d actually gotten chosen for this. In two weeks, I’d be hopping on a plane to the other side of the world. I’d get to explore another country while helping to develop a course for future students and I’d get to learn from the best.

      It was just mind blowing.

      It didn’t mean there wasn’t a tiny twinge of sadness in my heart that I’d be leaving Oxford, but I was ready for this journey.

      I’d be back here for graduation, after all. As much as I loved this town, not even the thought of leaving could dampen my enthusiasm.

      The professor slid the envelope across his desk. “If you have any questions about what we expect of you, please let me know. I’ll also need your proposal for your final report before you leave. We’ll set up another meeting to go over that once I’ve received it.”

      My body jerked. “Oh, I already have it ready for you.”

      I couldn’t believe I’d almost forgotten about it. Leaning over, I unzipped the top of my backpack and pulled out the navy-blue folder containing my proposal.

      Professor McDonald took it from me with a shake of his head but a smile on his lips. His chest was also puffed out just a little more than usual. “I should have known you’d have it ready ten days early.”

      He flipped through the papers briefly before lifting his gaze back to mine. “This is why I’m so sure you’re going to make us proud, Roselyn. You always do.”

      I blinked in surprise. My advisor didn’t exactly dish out compliments regularly. Darn. This day just can’t get any better.

      “Thank you, professor.” The events of the last ten minutes had me feeling some kind of way, and I couldn’t quite contain my excitement any longer. “So, who’s my mentor going to be?”

      “That’s the best part.” He leaned back in his chair and clasped his hands together, a totally uncharacteristic cheeky grin spreading on his lips. “You’re in for a treat, my dear Roselyn. We’re exceptionally proud of the department’s brand-new association with this man. It’s Jude Hudson. Can you believe it?”

      Blood rushed in my ears. My heart thudded dully in my chest and my mouth dried up.

      No. No, I really couldn’t believe it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          JUDE

        

      

    

    
      The pounding bassline of the music fought for control of my heartbeat. Where we were seated in the VIP section of the current it club in Sydney, the lights were turned down low. Above the main dance floor, strobe lights flashed red, green, and blue.

      The girl straddling my lap tossed down a shot of top-shelf tequila, twisting at the waist to slam her shot glass down on the table. She threw her hands in the air, grinning down at me with her platinum-blonde hair forming a curtain around our heads.

      “Fuck yeah, Jude,” she yelled, moving her narrow hips to the rhythm of the music. “That was great. Let’s get more.”

      “Sure.” I had no idea who she was, but who was I to turn down a beautiful woman asking for a drink?

      My arms were draped over the back of the bench in my booth. I barely had to lift a finger before a server appeared next to our table like magic.

      Only, it wasn’t magic. It was money.

      I had it, I spent a ton of it here, and the guy holding the tray knew it. “What can I get for you, Mr. Hudson?”

      “Another round.” I grinned when a cheer went up around my table. “And ten more bottles of that champagne.”

      The silver buckets standing at either end of the bench were looking a little low. The server glanced at them, nodded, and rushed off.

      “That’s nearly ten grand worth of alcohol you just ordered,” Shane, my best friend and PR guy, said at my side. There was a woman sitting on his lap, too, but he brushed her off and turned to face me. “That’s just irresponsible, dude. Why don’t we dial it back a bit?”

      “Nah.” I grinned and reached up to clasp his shoulder, giving him a little shake. “You need to loosen up, Shane-O. It’s Saturday night, we’re surrounded by beautiful girls, good booze, and envied by everyone out there in the pleb section. Let’s enjoy it, shall we?”

      I was in my fucking element there. Dialing it back was not my idea of a good time, and that was what I was after tonight.

      Everyone passing by recognized me, waving and calling out to get my attention.

      I waved back at the latest group passing by our booth. “What’s up, guys?”

      The two men had their arms around women, and both grinned when I acknowledged them. One took a step closer, but a bouncer guarding our booth stopped him.

      He didn’t look too fazed by it, shooting me a smirk as he held up his hands as if to show he came in peace.

      He eyed the women sitting with us. “We’re good, Hudson. Having a good night?”

      “The fucking best,” I replied, then turned back to Shane. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the guys lingering near us, but they knew they’d been dismissed.

      Just because everyone knew who I was didn’t mean I wanted to make friends.

      Shane sighed, shaking his head at me. “That was rude.”

      “No, it was rude of them to assume they could approach us.” I took a sip from my champagne flute. “They don’t know us. We don’t have to let them sit at our table.”

      “You’re an asshole.” He pushed his glasses up to the bridge of his nose with his middle finger. “Fuck knows why I stick around.”

      “You stick around because you love me. I might be an asshole, but I’m your asshole.” I watched his curly hair bounce as he shook his head at me again.

      “How’s it hanging, Jude?” a marketing manager who had taken care of a few campaigns for me called. The guy wore a suit as shiny as the sequins on the dress of the girl hanging off his arm, with a shark-like smile spreading on his face when he saw me.

      “All good, bro.” I gave him a salute.

      He tipped his chin at me in response before dragging his girl toward the bar.

      The server brought our drinks. Before he’d even unloaded everything, I grabbed two of the shots and passed one to Shane.

      Holding up my own, I ignored the girl in my lap for a minute and looked into my friend’s worried amber eyes. There was a crease between his brows, and his gaze kept darting around the room.

      The VIP section was small. Apparently, that meant it was more exclusive. I wouldn’t know and I didn’t really care. All I cared about was having a good time, and Percussion was the best time to be had in the city at the moment.

      Eventually, some other club would take over as the ritziest. It always happened that way. When it did, I would move on to that next place when I wanted to have fun.

      For now, Percussion was my spot.

      Whenever I needed to blow off some steam, I came here. After the week I’d had, there was a lot of steam to be blown off.

      Shane needed it, too. His mouth had that anxious-twitch thing going that it did sometimes, and his fingers were drumming against the table.

      “Cheers, man.” I held his gaze and lifted my glass in his direction. “Let’s stop with the worrying for tonight. You can always make up for it with some extra worrying on Monday.”

      He glared at me but raised his glass to his lips and dropped his head back to take the shot. I grinned, followed suit, and picked up two more glasses.

      This time, however, I directed my attention to the others sitting around the table. They noticed me holding up the tequila almost immediately. Everyone reached for their own drink and raised their glasses for the toast.

      “To a great night for us all,” I called above the music, then threw the smooth liquid down my throat.

      It didn’t even burn going down anymore, which was great for tonight but a bad omen for tomorrow morning. Again, though, I didn’t really care.

      A hangover was part of the package I was paying for tonight. Luke, my son, was with his mother for the weekend.

      No doubt there would be some drama or other when I went to pick him up tomorrow afternoon, but that was just fueling my desire to drink as much as I could tonight. Sharing a seven-year-old with the devil tended to be bad for my liver occasionally.

      There was also the fact that whenever I had to deal with Audrey, I had to deal with my former friend. My ex had turned to him for comfort after she bailed on me.

      Comfort in this context had turned out to be his cock. Oh, and his sizeable bank account.

      Nothing in this world was more important to Audrey than the size of his bank account. Not even providing a stable home for our son.

      When I’d first started my business, she’d pushed me to work day and night—which I’d been doing anyway. I still didn’t achieve success fast enough for her, though.

      She’d never had any intention of working for a living, and evidently, she’d gotten tired of standing around waiting for me to pull a miracle out of my ass. So she’d decided to start over with another man, Jett.

      Shane, Jett, and I had grown up together. We played for the same rugby teams, attended the same schools, and used to be pretty tightly knit.

      Until Audrey realized Jett had a trust fund.

      She’d left Luke and me so fast I’d checked the floors for scorch marks because it had certainly seemed like her ass had been on fire.

      Luke hadn’t seen his mother for months while she’d been on Mission Seduce Jett, which was why our son lived with me. Audrey hadn’t even tried to take him with her.

      Wonderful woman, my ex.

      Provided she wasn’t busy or didn’t come up with some other excuse, Luke went to visit his mother every second weekend. I could have taken her to court to fight about it, but I hadn’t.

      Luke loved his mother, and since she was a bitter hag, it was up to me to be mature about things. The truth was that he wasn’t in any kind of danger with her. She just wasn’t terribly interested in him.

      A weekend twice a month was more than enough time for her to sacrifice to spend time with him. She was bitter that I’d struck gold just after she’d left me, and a part of me wondered if seeing Luke now just reminded her too much of what she could have had.

      Either way, she was a petty asshole, and I was glad she’d left me when she had. It had taken me some time to get over her and to realize she’d done me a solid by shoving off out of my life, but I had gotten there.

      Now, I had more than moved on. I only wished I didn’t have to have contact with her so often. But there was nothing I wouldn’t do for my son. Dealing with his mother, walking through the fire she breathed at me, and seeing her every second weekend to hand him off was all just a part of it.

      For Luke, I could pull up my bootstraps and take the motherfucking high road. I just didn’t have to be one-hundred-percent sober in the run-up to our encounters.

      Just thinking about her made me drain what was left of my glass of champagne. The girl on my lap was chattering with a woman sitting next to me, seemingly completely oblivious to the lack of attention I’d been giving her. Or just not caring about it. Probably the latter.

      As my head came back down after I’d swigged the remainder of my bubbly, I caught Shane’s eye again. He was watching the girl dancing on me with anxiety flickering in his gaze.

      “This is reckless, Jude,” he said, not giving a damn about whether she could hear him or not. I was pretty sure she couldn’t. She was leaning almost halfway off the other side of me, and her eyes were glassy by this point.

      Soon, I’d have to get my security to take her home. There was no way she was coming home with me in the state she was, but I also wouldn’t throw her to potential wolves by herself.

      “Would you relax?” I replied to my friend. “She’s fine. No one made her drink so much. I’ll give Gary a call to come get her. He’ll see her home.”

      “That’s not what I was talking about.” He raked a hand through his curls, but they bounced right back into place. “Well, that’s not the only thing I’m talking about. I know you won’t take advantage of her, but she’s still spent the last hour basically giving you a lap dance.”

      “Has she?” I glanced at her, then shrugged. “She’s just enjoying the music. No harm, no foul.”

      “Isn’t there?” He frowned at me, then made a circular motion with his index finger to indicate the room. “There’s a lot of harm being done tonight, Jude. Just like there is every time you decide to celebrate fun and freedom.”

      “Hey, we’re not only celebrating that. We’re also celebrating being young and hot.”

      He rolled his eyes. “We’re thirty-five, man. That’s not exactly young, and you might be hot, but I’m most certainly not.”

      “You’ve just got some extra pudge around the belly now. Come to the gym with me. We’ll—”

      “I don’t need a self-esteem boost. I need you to stop acting like you’re the life of the fucking party.”

      “Why?” I widened my eyes at him. “Am I not the life of the party?”

      “This isn’t good for your reputation,” Shane muttered almost under his breath. To be fair, it was probably at his normal volume, but it came across as being under his breath when compared to the pounding music.

      I’d still heard him, though. On the other hand, maybe I’d just seen his lips form those words so many times that I didn’t need to actually hear them anymore to know he had spoken them.

      He scratched behind his ear, pointing discreetly behind him. “The press has already got at least a half-dozen shots of you. There’s no telling how quickly they’ll sell their prints off to—”

      “How many times do I have to tell you I don’t care about my reputation?” I asked dryly. “You need to loosen up, Shane. Here. Have a drink. Or six.”

      Shane rolled his eyes at me again but took the champagne I passed over to him. “I’m not going to convince you to leave here early and sober, am I?”

      I curled my elbow to glance at the wide metal-faced watch on my wrist. “Ship’s already sailed on both counts. Sorry. We’ll try again next time.”

      “Fine. I’m still not happy about it, but I’m also not going to spend the rest of my night nagging my boss and best friend.”

      “That’s the spirit.” I grinned at him, then heard my name being called from somewhere outside our booth again.

      “Hey, man,” I called and waved back to the older guy I didn’t recognize. Nearly everyone in the VIP room had noticed me by now, and people arriving made the effort to stop at our table to say hi.

      More shots were downed. More champagne corks flew.

      At some point after that, I got a hold of the DJ for the VIP room. He had his own setup for later on in the evening. I grabbed the microphone from him and decided it was an excellent idea to make a sweeping declaration.

      “Hey, everyone! The bar tab is on me tonight.” I smirked before lifting my fists into the air.

      Silence fell before a raucous cheer broke out. Our DJ took the microphone back and whooped into it, then started pumping out his own music.

      The night got wild. I forgot about everything but letting the fuck loose, and even Shane eventually joined in.

      Now this is more like it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          ROSE

        

      

    

    
      “Have you seen my Global Business textbook?” I asked Anna, my roommate. She was lying on my bed in the apartment we had shared since our first year, scrolling through her phone.

      Her golden-blonde hair was piled on top of her head in a messy bun, but the longer tendrils framing her face rippled as she shook her head.

      “No, I haven’t. I think you mentioned packing it last night, though.” Anna flicked a manicured finger toward the suitcase lying open near her feet. “Did you check if it was in there?”

      Abandoning my search of the well-loved spines of the books on my built-in shelf, I went back to the bed. “It might be. I feel like my brain has fallen out. My stomach is in knots and my hands have been shaking since this morning.”

      I held one up to demonstrate, then sighed and frantically tossed half the clothes out of my bag again. Anna propped herself up on her elbows, watching me undo the packing that had taken me all day so far.

      “You have plenty of time,” she said. “You’re only flying tomorrow. Everything is on track, okay? Get your panties out of that twist and look at me.”

      “My panties aren’t in a twist.” I scoffed, but lifted my gaze to her soft hazel greeny-brown one. “I’m just nervous.”

      “You worked for this for years,” she said firmly and evenly. “You will be fine, Rose. It’s the rest of us being left behind that might not be.”

      “How’s that?” I finally unearthed the books lining the bottom of my case and lifted the first heavy pile out. “Your mentor is in London. You’re going to be staying with your parents in the city you grew up in. You will definitely be fine.”

      “Well, yes.” She picked up her phone and unlocked it. “But my mentor doesn’t look like this.” Sliding the device under my nose to grab my attention when I didn’t look up, she tapped the screen with her thumb. “I’d have given my left ovary to have a mentor who looked like him.”

      Jude Hudson smirked at me from the photograph she’d opened up. It was a good one of him, for sure. He was shirtless at the pool of some fancy hotel. To make it even more sexy, the pool was on the rooftop overlooking all of Sydney’s most famous landmarks.

      “He’s a dreamboat,” Anna said. “I mean, look at those abs. And that tattoo. Ugh. I’m so jealous.”

      She wasn’t wrong about him being a dreamboat, although that wouldn’t have been my choice of word to describe him. The guy was hot with a capital H and two Ts.

      In the picture, his dark chocolate-brown hair looked almost black. It was slicked back and his large hands were still in it, as if he’d been captured just climbing out of the water. Although I couldn’t see it from this particular pose, I knew he kept his hair longer on top than at the sides.

      With his tall athletic build and a full-sleeve tattoo on one arm that wrapped around his shoulder and ran down to his wrist, he was undoubtedly one of the sexiest men I’d ever seen. Smoldering grass-green eyes looked directly into the camera, and it was like I could feel the intensity of them caressing my skin, even though the man was on a different continent.

      Miles of golden skin covered a frame that, according to the internet, stood six feet and two inches tall. Six feet and two inches of pure sex, as he’d been described by the obviously besotted journalist who had written the article I’d read about him. Six-foot-two of pure sex that I did not need to go all gaga over. Which was why, even if it killed me, I needed to keep looking for the chinks in his armor.

      I’d heard about Jude Hudson, of course. Most people in the world knew his name and about the apps he had created. I just hadn’t realized he looked quite like that.

      The phone’s screen turned black and mercifully took the picture of my stunning new mentor with it. “I just wish he wasn’t so handsome. I’m doing this for my education and my career, not to ogle an Australian billionaire for six months.”

      “It’s a nice perk to have such yummy eye-candy while furthering your education and your career.” Anna shrugged, reaching up to take the rubber band out of her hair and shaking the silken threads out. It tumbled past her narrow shoulders and settled around her cinched waist.

      If I didn’t love my gorgeous roommate and best friend as much as I did, I’d have shaved her eyebrows off in her sleep for being so effortlessly beautiful. Just like my new mentor.

      “It’s not a perk,” I corrected her. “It’s a dangerous distraction.” I finally spotted the not-so-missing textbook and piled the clothes back on top of everything.

      “You’re such a glass-half-empty person.”

      “No, I’m practical. My parents have given everything so I could get into this school and I won’t repay them by getting caught up in a good-looking party boy.” I rolled my eyes and zipped up my suitcase. With all the books in there, I had to weigh it before I could add anything else. “I can’t believe Oxford couldn’t get a worthier mentor for me. I mean, I realize he’s successful and all, but he’s not exactly… professional.”

      “What are you talking about? Of course, he is. The man founded the biggest tech firm in his hemisphere.” She waved the phone at me again. “He’s widely regarded as one of the strategic geniuses of our time.”

      “Why? Because he’s proclaimed himself to be the man who fixed dating?” I scrunched up my nose. “Don’t tell me you buy into that crap.”

      Her perfectly waxed brows arched as she blinked at me. “That crap? What are you talking about? It’s not crap. Every person on this campus, including you, has one of his apps on their phones.”

      “Both came pre-installed on my phone, and I’ve deleted them.” I sniffed, reaching up to fix my earring. “I’m not interested in finding either love or sex.”

      “Bullshit.” She pointed her finger at my chest. “You, my friend, might be lying to yourself about your interest or lack thereof in using his apps, but you have to admit his strategy was genius.”

      “All he did was revamp ideas that have been out there for decades. How is that genius?” I turned away from her to hunt down my headphones on my desk. There was a mound of paper on there, but the headphones had to be underneath it somewhere.

      The springs on my bed squeaked as she moved to swing her legs over the side of it. “It’s genius because it’s more than just a revamp, and you know it. Girl, he completely revolutionized the way people go about searching for what they want.”

      “Revolutionized?” I tossed her a look over my shoulder before I resumed my packing. “That’s a really strong word for what he did.”

      She pursed her lips to hide her smile. “It’s a strong word but an accurate one in his case. Think about it. He created a safe space for people searching for love and a judgment-free zone for the ones who only want to hook up.”

      “No, he created algorithms that filter through people’s messages. It’s an invasion of privacy being lauded as a revolution.”

      “You can’t seriously think that.” She laughed, tossing a rolled-up pair of socks at me. “In fact, I know you don’t really think that. This is just the nerves talking.”

      “Okay, so it’s not an invasion of privacy, but why do people think he’s such a genius? He’s just a really good programmer.”

      “A really good programmer who had the foresight and business acumen to corner the online-dating market from both sides,” she said, her teacher’s assistant voice coming out. Her tone was a mix of patience, gentleness, and listen-the-fuck-up. It was impressive really. It was no wonder she was one of the favorite TAs around.

      “Those algorithms he created might be doing the work for him now, but they were a stroke of genius,” she explained. “People looking for love register on All for Love. Those people are automatically protected from any unsolicited dick pics, sex requests, and other inappropriate content.”

      “Sure, but you even have to tell it what words you find offensive when you’re registering.” The admission was out before I could stop it.

      Anna snapped her fingers, grinning at me like a cat about to get a whole bunch of cream. “So you have used it?”

      “I, uh,” my cheeks flushed, “I might have registered before I uninstalled it.”

      “Did you register on Just for Fun, too?” she asked, crossing her arms over her chest. “I bet you did.”

      “I did.” I sighed. “I suppose there’s no point in hiding it. I’ve never used either of them, though.”

      “Sure, but then you know how it works. If you’re looking for love, you’re in charge of the kind of content that even makes it to your device. Certain things are automatically blocked, but the rest is up to you.”

      She waved her hand in the direction of my window. Beyond it was another red-brick building covered in winding ivy that had probably been growing on it for centuries.

      It was an undergraduate student dorm. “Every one of the prudes within those walls can decide for themselves whether he or she is comfortable with the word ‘fuck.’ They can decide whether they’re okay with it so long as it’s not followed by the word ‘me’ or ‘yourself.’”

      “I know.”

      “They’ll also never know the comedic value to be found in an unsolicited dick pic of a frightfully unfortunate-looking dick.”

      “Anna,” I said, but she just lifted her eyebrows at me. “Yeah, okay. I know I’ve laughed with you. To be fair, it’s not like any of them are fortunate looking.”

      “No.” She shrugged. “But some are definitely worse than others.”

      “True.” It wasn’t like I could disagree with that. “But how does that make Jude Hudson a genius?”

      “Because he created an app that protects those virginal few from getting their retinas and minds scarred for life, while at the same time providing a safe zone for those who want that and nothing else.”

      “I guess.”

      “Those were also only the first two programs he wrote. There’s a ton more. His firm is into everything from education to weather to space tech.”

      I shrugged. “Sure, but does that qualify as being revolutionary?”

      “Yes,” she insisted. “If you don’t believe me, believe yourself. You once debated the merits of his strategy with me for a paper we had to write in Economic Strategy.”

      “Fuck. I was hoping you’d forgotten about that. In my defense, we finished an entire bottle of wine before we had that debate.”

      “We finished an entire bottle of wine together,” she said. “That’s like two glasses each. You were fine.”

      “Yeah, okay,” I mumbled. “I guess I’ve just been trying to find fault with him since I found out who my mentor was. Spending six months with someone I find attractive and admire for his brain isn’t going to be fun. Not even when the tabloids love him for the sensation he creates over there.”

      “Only a psychopath would be complaining about this situation.” Anna hopped off the bed and held the phone in my face again. “Look at him, Rose. Look at him. Nobody is going to feel sorry for you. I certainly don’t. Hell, I’m tempted to chop off your hair and make a wig out of it so I can pose as you and get all close to him. Do you think I could pull off an American accent?”

      “No,” I said firmly. “And remind me never to trust you with scissors.”
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          JUDE

        

      

    

    
      Downtown Sydney was alive with activity this morning. Cars snaked down the streets, tourists were already getting in line for the attractions around the harbor, and pedestrians scurried to get to work on time.

      The sky was bright blue with only a few wisps of white clouds drifting here and there. We were technically at the beginning of autumn, but the weather was holding, and I had no doubt the beaches would be packed.

      Sitting in my office high above the city streets, I heard my people arriving and making chitchat through my closed door. I squinted at my computer, scanning the lines of code I’d gotten done since arriving a couple of hours ago.

      Something wasn’t quite working, but I couldn’t figure out what it was just yet. The cursor blinked in and out of existence as I scratched my chin, my eyes flying across the screen searching for the elusive mistake I must have made.

      A whoosh of my outer doors caught my attention. I thought it was Ted, my assistant, finally back from sick leave until the door opened to reveal my best friend.

      “Okay,” Shane said as he walked in. He held his tablet out in front of him and pulled the stylus out of the sleeve at the side. “Let’s go over your schedule for this fine Wednesday, shall we?”

      “Good morning, Shane. How are you?” I smirked as I sat back and folded my hands over my stomach.

      He looked up from the tablet to roll his eyes at me. “I’ve spoken to you twice this morning. You know how I am.”

      “But I haven’t seen you.” I opened my arms and motioned to him. “Don’t I get a hug?”

      “Nope.” He grinned and dropped into the seat across from me. “I’m not in the mood for your pranks this morning. I don’t know what you had planned, but I’m not falling for it.”

      “No prank,” I promised. “But I was just messing with you. Is Ted still out then?”

      “Well, I’m not in here playing assistant for the fun of it,” he joked before his expression grew somber. “I’m not sure when he’s going to be back. A few more days at least.”

      I frowned. “I thought the doctor said they’d fixed his arm right up?”

      “They did, but it was a bad break. There are some complications. He’ll be fine, but until then, you’re stuck with me for the daily schedule run-through.”

      “I could just check it out by myself on my calendar,” I said, not for the first time.

      Shane shook his head. “Without someone keeping you in the present, you’ll fall into a virtual rabbit hole until you’re done with whatever you’re busy with.”

      “Yeah, okay.” I closed my laptop so I wouldn’t be distracted by it, then folded my hands on top of my desk. “What’ve we got for today?”

      He pulled his glasses down to the tip of his nose, peering over them at the sleek computer in his hands. His brown curls were as unruly as ever, but he was dressed in a sharp suit I’d had my tailor design for him.

      Contrary to what most people who read those god-awful rags called tabloids believed, Shane was not my partner in crime. He was the partner trying to keep me out of it.

      The man was like a brother to me. The older, bigger brother without whom I’d probably have been ruined by now.

      To the outside world, I was a level of asshole unattainable by most others who lived on this planet. But Shane was family, and family stuck together.

      The tapping sound of the stylus stopped, and he cleared his throat. “At eight, you’ve got a meeting to fill investors in on the advancements we’ve made with Ride the Wave.”

      A genuine grin spread on my lips as my pulse spiked. “That’s going to change our fucking lives when it’s done.”

      “Why?” He frowned, scratching his temple as he wrinkled his nose. “Which one is Ride the Wave again?”

      “Which one is Ride the Wave again?” I clasped my hands over my heart and pretended like he’d shot me. “How could you even ask me that question?”

      “How could I not?” He hooked his ankle over his knees. “You’re always busy with a million different projects. They’re all in different industries, but they all have similar names. I learn what I need to about the ones we’re ready to launch. Then I move on.”

      “Ride the Wave is the surfing software,” I said, turning around in my rolling chair to face the wall of windows behind me.

      The view from up here was incredible. Even though I saw it every day, I never stopped being impressed by it. I could see it all, the gleaming deep blue waters of the Pacific Ocean, the iconic Sydney opera house, Harbor Bridge.

      The view didn’t come cheap, but it was worth every cent I’d paid for it.

      Two years ago when the two dating apps I’d developed turned me into a billionaire in the space of a few months, one of the first things I’d done was secure this space. My apps were based on a simple concept. You wanted what you wanted and nothing else.

      All I’d done was to give people what they wanted. I’d read about entire galleries the world over which had been filled with exhibits consisting of unsolicited inappropriate content that had been sent to recipients. The problem had been glaring and obvious, so I figured I’d try to fix it.

      My apps weren’t only dating apps. They also operated a bit like social media and a little like old-school chat sites. They were a mash-up of old and new, and it worked.

      It had taken a long time for us to gain traction and users, but once it started happening, we never looked back. I’d launched both sites on the same day. Then I’d watched as each made its way into its designated target market.

      It’d been really cool watching the bubbles on both sides of the spectrum grow in terms of user numbers and then to observe the jumps between the two as people’s desires changed. Although the concept was deceptively simple, there had been a lot of glitches, perception issues, and reputational risk to be dealt with.

      As the user numbers and public attention had grown, so had the size of my workforce. Little by little, I’d appointed people in positions I needed help with.

      My people had started out working from home, and I was pretty flexible about their working hours to this day. Workers didn’t need an office to get their work done. They just needed the dedication to do it without having someone looking over their shoulders or feeling like they needed to be micromanaged.

      Luckily for them, I hated micromanaging. I never had the fucking time.

      However, for those who preferred a structured working environment—like myself—I wanted them to have a place we could all enjoy going to. When people had a view like this from their offices, they were bound to enjoy being in the building.

      Today, I ignored everything about the spectacular view except for the sparkling blue water and the swells in the distance. “We’re making Ride the Wave with our machine-learning tech. It’s specialized new software that will predict ideal weather conditions for surfing off the Australian coast.”

      Shane sat up straighter, recognition lighting up his eyes. “Oh yeah. I remember you told me about that one. How are we doing with it? Anything to report to the investors? I’m told they’re expecting some big news today.”

      “We’ve made leaps and bounds of progress.” I smirked, opening my arms up wide and holding them out to my sides. “I’m ready for those guys. They’re all like us, man. They grew up alternating between surfing and tackling each other on the field. I’ve got this.”

      “Great, because you don’t have a lot of time before it’s scheduled to start.” His gaze darted down to his watch, then back up to mine. “After that, we have an interview with the people at EsTech. Once we’re done with them, you’re giving a talk at the Thinkers of Tomorrow conference.”

      “Thinkers of Tomorrow?” I massaged my temples. “Fuck, I thought that was only happening later this week. You’ll have to get me out of there before the director tries to sink those red talons of hers into my ass again.”

      Shane shot me a grin. “I’ve got your back. Directly after your speech, we have a lunch meeting with Johnny about the updates to All for Love.”

      “Excellent.” I sat back in my chair and opened my laptop up so I’d be ready to get a few more minutes of work done before I had to get going. “Good thinking to schedule a meeting just after the talking slot. What’s after lunch?”

      “A few more conference calls,” he said. “I’ve also set aside two hours for you to work on the code for whatever new idea you’re playing with. Last but not least, you have a video call with the head of the Business Department at Oxford University.”

      Shane stood up while he was reading the last item on the agenda. Busy shutting off the tablet, he didn’t see my head jerk back as I looked up from my computer. “Oxford University? What the fuck do they want with me?”

      My friend’s gaze snapped back to mine, seemingly uncertain about whether to worry or if I was just fucking with him. “They want to discuss the final details about your new intern?”

      “Intern?” I frowned at Shane, racking my brain for what he could possibly be talking about. “What do you mean, intern?”

      “We spoke about this in September,” he said, groaning and tilting his head back. “Please, please tell me you haven’t forgotten.”

      “I haven’t forgotten. You’ll just need to remind me. September was six months ago. What. Fucking. Intern?”

      He sighed and took a seat again. “Oxford is sending their top student in their doctoral program to us for the semester. She’ll work at the firm as an intern and you will mentor her.”

      Ah, fuck. The whole intern thing rang a bell now. “Her?”

      “Yes.” Shane narrowed his eyes at me in suspicion.

      I arched an eyebrow, moving my gaze back to my computer. Perhaps there was an email on there about this intern. If it was a her, that would certainly make things more interesting. “Where’s she from?”

      “She’s American,” Shane said, the corners of his lips rising in a smile.

      “Oh, well, that’s just great,” I grumbled. “That’s just what I need right now. A well to-do cocky American woman with—”

      “You’re making a lot of assumptions.” He held up his hands and suppressed his smile. “And who are you to reprimand someone for being cocky anyway?”

      “I’m the boss,” I reminded him. “I’m allowed to be cocky.”

      Shane chuckled but gave me a look I knew meant business. “Just be nice when she gets here, all right? It’s a good program. And the PR will be—”

      “I get it,” I said. “It’ll help my reputation.”

      “Exactly.” He switched the tablet back on. “I’ll send you the information Oxford’s sent to me. She’s supposed to be really smart. The university only sends their students to a certain number of people for these mentorship opportunities. There’s also only one top student, and she’s coming here. It’s huge for them to have chosen you for this, Jude. Don’t fuck it up.”

      “I won’t.” A smirk curved on my lips as I cocked my head. “I assume that means I can’t have sex with her?”

      “Jude,” he warned.

      “Just asking.” I smiled like an innocent little flower, wondering what this intern looked like. Fucking her might not look good for my reputation, but that was only if anyone found out.

      If they didn’t? Well, then I’d have no problem.

      It was definitely worth keeping in mind—even if Americans weren’t exactly my favorite bunch to be around.

      Shane was right, though. I could handle a little cockiness.

      As long as she could handle mine.
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          ROSE

        

      

    

    
      Three hours into my flight and I had only scribbled down one note so far.

      Jude Hudson is a bastard billionaire alpha male with a big ego and a devil may care attitude.

      It didn’t exactly endear him to me, but after having flipped through more than half of a biography written on him while on the plane, it was the only conclusion that had definitively jumped out at me.

      I rested my head back against the seat and closed my eyes, letting the Indie-pop music flowing through my earphones calm my racing heart. There were approximately seventeen hours left before this flying tube hurtling me toward the other side of the world touched down.

      In that time, I had to come up with a game plan. If the biography about him was at all accurate, and I suspected it was, Jude and I were not going to get along.

      The book had only been written at the end of last year, so the information in it was only about four months old, meaning it wasn’t some outdated research about a man who had changed his ways in the meantime.

      A soft sigh left me as I thumbed the pages of the paperback I’d picked up at duty-free. Books had always had a way of calming me. Just holding one in my hands was usually enough to ground me but not this time.

      It was like the subject of this book had somehow electrified the paper the words were written on and I received tiny jolts of that electricity just by touching the pages. Sighing as I opened my eyes, I used my finger to mark my place and turned the book over to read the excerpt on the back again.

      Jude Hudson skyrocketed to fame after he developed two mobile applications that have gained global popularity. Hudson Technologies has since rocked our world numerous times, and its founder is more prominent now than ever before.

      His business savvy and somewhat ruthless approach have made him into an international sensation. It’s not uncommon for his face to be plastered on the covers of magazines or for him to appear on talk shows.

      We got to sit down with the man himself and got to know him like you’ve never seen him before. Whether you want to learn about Jude, learn the lessons he lives his life by, or get a never-before-seen look inside the mind that created Australia’s favorite tech company, this is the book for you.

      I had to admit that so far, I didn’t feel like I’d gotten inside his mind at all. In fact, there seemed to be very little information about his thoughts or his so-called business savvy.

      The book presented him as the stereotypical cool-cat bachelor. There were tons of pictures, but in all of them, he looked like an asshole with a chip the size of the city he lived in on his shoulder.

      Seriously.

      He wore flashy watches and seemed to have more of them than I had pairs of underwear. They were all large, gaudy timepieces that he seemed to have purchased to have one in each precious metal.

      The glossy photo page the book was opened to right then was just a picture of his hands and wrists. It looked like he’d been posed to sit on a couch with his fingers entwined, and the photographer had made a point of capturing the ostentatious golden monstrosity sitting on Jude’s thick wrist.

      The man had nice hands. I had to give him that. Long, tanned fingers with just a hint of that tattoo creeping out from below his sleeve made for a pretty cool picture.

      But that was beside the point.

      If it was supposed to be a book about the man behind the playboy image of a self-indulgent billionaire, it fell miserably short. Aside from the flashy watches, it also spoke to a nauseating extent about a man who seemed to live for charming beautiful women and driving luxury sports cars.

      Picture after picture had been included of him with his arm around women who had smiles as confident as his. Often, these showed Jude and his companion entering or exiting a nightclub.

      The dude seemed to live like an A-list celebrity instead of a techie business mogul. He really came off the page like a fictional character more than a real person. It was impossible to believe I’d be meeting him before the end of the week. Knowing that I would be working alongside him for the next six months seemed laughable.

      But it was true.

      I was going to be working alongside him, so I had to get a grip on myself. Anna had thought I was crazy for complaining about working with him, but I was still wondering if I was in for a semester of torture or not.

      Turning the page and flipping through until I had passed the glossy pictures and found more print, I dove into the next chapter. This one claimed to be about the next-level, very modern and hip office environment he had created.

      Instead, it was nearly entirely made up of quotes about how awesome he was. Mostly, the authors quoted women, but here and there was one from a man who echoed his female colleagues’ sentiments.

      The whole thing was bordering on ridiculous. I had to wonder what Jude Hudson himself had thought about this book when it came out.

      Personally, I’d have hated to see such an account about myself immortalized on the pages of the first biography done about me. I supposed that was only true if the drivel it spewed was incorrect.

      But it had to be. I mean, come on. Surely, there has to be more to him than this nonsense.

      A man couldn’t possibly become as successful as he had if all he was at his core was a womanizer and sports-car enthusiast. Somewhere within these pages, there had to be something more.

      There just had to be.

      I hadn’t found it yet, but I just had to keep looking. I wanted to know more about him, not his affinity for nice things. The blurb had promised me I’d get to know him, but so far, it had lied.

      For example, I still didn’t even know where he came from. What did he believe in? What were those lessons he had lived his life by?

      What, if anything, did he want out of life aside from money?

      None of those questions had been answered, and that seemed odd to me. Strangest of all was that he had a son, but the boy was hardly mentioned in the book at all. Who was he? Why was there barely a whisper about him in a book about his father?

      I had all these questions that had nothing to do with business, and that was a problem. None of those answers should have meant a thing to me, so why did they?

      A voice in the back of my mind snorted at me. Because he’s hot, smart, and you admire his acumen.

      A digital ding interrupted my thoughts, and I looked up to a flight attendant coming down the aisle with a cart. As he went, he handed out the flight meals.

      My stomach grumbled. Maybe food was just what I needed to distract myself from the enigma that was my mentor.

      Reaching out, I used one hand to let down the tray table and the other to remove my earbuds. I let them dangle around my neck and set the book down, mentally flipping through the menu options I’d read earlier.

      “I heard there was a book out about our Jude now,” an accented voice said from beside me. “What do you think about it so far?”

      I turned to look at the woman sitting in the seat next to mine. I’d already had my music playing by the time she’d boarded and had been too engrossed in the book and my thoughts to have paid much attention to her before.

      Like Jude, her skin had a golden hue to it and her eyes held that same twinkling quality. She was older, though, maybe middle-aged. Fine wrinkles surrounded her eyes and mouth, and her blonde hair had streaks of gray in it.

      Her brown gaze was soft and kind, but her head was tilted to the side, and she looked at me expectantly. I cleared my throat, remembering that she’d asked me a question.

      I swiped at my lips with my tongue. “I’m not done reading it yet, but it’s interesting so far.”

      She nodded with a knowing gleam entering her eyes. “It would have to be if it’s about Jude. I’m Addy by the way.”

      “Roselyn, but please call me Rose,” I said, smiling. “I love your accent.”

      “You’re going to be hearing a lot of it if you’re planning on getting off this plane in Sydney,” she said cheerfully. “First time to Australia?”

      I nodded. “Yep.”

      The attendant reached us, and we each got our meals and a water before I turned back to her.

      “I’m assuming you’re flying home?” I asked.

      Her lips formed a radiant grin, deepening the wrinkles but making her so much more beautiful. “Yes. I just had a quick trip to see my daughter at the university in London. You’re American?”

      I nodded. “I am, but I’ve been at Oxford for the last seven years.”

      “Have you? Well, that’s great. You must be a smart cookie then.” She lifted the aluminum top covering her food and set it aside, but her attention was still on me. “What are you studying?”

      “Business,” I replied as I opened my own meal, sliding the book into the pocket of the seat in front of me so I’d have space to eat. “I’m actually going to be doing an internship in Sydney for the semester.”

      “Ah.” She snapped her fingers before picking up her cutlery, then pointed toward the book with the end of her fork. “I understand why you’re reading a book about Jude then. If you’re studying business, he’s one of the best to learn from.”

      “Do you know him?” I asked since it sure sounded like she did. Maybe she would have answers to some of the questions I shouldn’t still have been thinking about.

      Addie laughed, shrugging as she shook her head. “I don’t know him personally, but I feel like I do. Ever since he’s come onto the scene, the reporters can’t seem to get enough of him. The women certainly can’t.”

      “What do you mean?” I felt my stomach sinking, but she just kept on smiling.

      “You have to admit that he’s a good-looking man.” She inclined her head toward the book again. “It’s no wonder he’s the most desirable bachelor in the country, but that doesn’t mean all the rubbish they print about him is true.”

      “Isn’t it? True, I mean. So far, the book doesn’t paint him in the best light.”

      She lifted one shoulder, the corners of her lips pressing as she speared a cube of potato on her fork. “I don’t know, but one never does with those kinds of people, do you? It’s always seemed to me that there’s more nonsense about them written than the truth.”

      She was right, of course. I knew she was, but I still felt uncertain about the infamous Jude Hudson. Addie changed the subject while we ate, but my gaze continued to drift to the cover of the book. I could only just see Jude’s brilliant green eyes peering over the top of the pocket.

      Each time I looked into them, I wondered what was going on behind them.

      Was there substance to the man, or was he just a handsome coder who had struck it lucky a few times?
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          JUDE

        

      

    

    
      Regardless of my bad habit of getting caught up with business or my enjoyment of my nights off, the only thing in the world that really mattered to me was my son. I didn’t get to see nearly as much of him as I would have liked to, but I made an effort to spend as much time with him as possible.

      Even if it was just for breakfast every morning or dinner at night. At least once a day, for at least one uninterrupted hour, it was our time.

      My mother, also known as The Saint, pulled a tray of freshly baked English muffins out of the oven. Luke and I walked into the kitchen after packing his bags for the next trip to the She-Devil.

      Audrey would be picking him up in less than an hour, and God forbid she actually had to wait a minute for us to finish packing.

      “Good morning, Mom,” I said as I crossed the handmade Italian tiles we had picked out together for the kitchen.

      “Good morning, darlings. How’d we all sleep? Good?”

      “So good.” Luke bounced over to give her a hug. “You?”

      “Excellent.” She smiled fondly, making even my black rock of a heart soften.

      When Audrey had walked out on me, leaving me with a fledgling business and a newborn baby, he and I had moved in with my mother. After the company had taken off, I had bought this big luxurious penthouse in a new development in downtown Sydney.

      She’d been worried about us moving out at first. Until I’d told her I’d chosen this particular place as our home because it had a separate bedroom, bathroom, and lounge that could be hers if she wanted it. She hadn’t taken more than a second to accept.

      Once that had been settled, Mom helped me pick out the finishing touches for the place and especially for her space. It had seemed like a fun process, but she’d complained about the prices of things far too often.

      Eventually, I’d asked the developer to send me a list of the available options without prices on it, and our joint effort had gone much better from there.

      Once the renovation had been completed, Mom moved in with us. She still had her house in the suburbs, but she only went there sometimes when Luke went to Audrey’s. For the rest of her time, she helped me raise him.

      Without her, I’d have been lost and I knew it. Brushing a kiss against her cheek as I hugged her good morning, I snagged one of the fresh muffins off the tray.

      “Ouch.” I came very close to cursing but caught myself just in time. “Wow. That’s hot.”

      “Imagine that.” Mom chuckled, patting me on the arm as she balanced the tray in her mitt and placed it on the kitchen table. “You’d have sworn they just came out of the oven.”

      “Ha ha,” I replied, dropping the muffin on a plate. “Yeah, imagine that.”

      “You did see me pull them out of the oven, didn’t you?” Amusement shone from her eyes even as she tried to keep a straight face. “Or maybe that’s just because you don’t know what an oven does. See, it’s this device that—”

      I chucked a paper napkin in her direction, but she neatly sidestepped the harmless thing and grinned at me. “That’s enough of that, young man.”

      “Stop calling me that,” I grumbled, but even Luke laughed at me.

      My son and my mother shared the same green color of my eyes. Luke’s hair was brown but a lighter shade than mine. Mom’s was graying now, and she kept it short but spiky.

      Mom was what people called “funky” for an older woman. She had an affinity for wearing bright colors, had a few purple bits streaking through her silver hair, and lived for flavored coffee.

      “She’ll stop calling you that if you stop calling her Grammy,” Luke said, a gentle smile on his lips. “She says it every morning.”

      “Oh, she does, does she?” I locked his head in a grip in the crook of my elbow and messed up his slightly longer on top hair.

      Luke squealed with laughter and wriggled out of my loose grip. “Yes, she does.”

      “At least one of you has ears,” Mom teased. “Tea, honey?”

      “Please,” he said.

      I nodded. “I’m on it. More of that awful stuff you insist is coffee, Mom?”

      I dodged her when she tried to smack me upside the head, chuckling as I danced across the kitchen. Mom planted her hands on her hips and fixed me with a mock glare. “It is coffee. For the refined palate.”

      “Cotton-candy flavor is refined?” I arched a brow at her, grinning when I saw her shaking her head. “Now see, I could understand any of the nutty flavors. Cotton candy is really just taking it a step too far.”

      “Snob,” she retorted, sinking down in her chair at the kitchen table. It was an antique we’d ordered off the internet. She’d have kicked me in the shin if she knew how much it cost, but luckily, she didn’t know.

      She ran her fingers along the top of the smooth wooden surface lovingly. “Good coffee, good food, and good friends is what makes the world go ‘round, darling. It hasn’t got anything to do with the expense associated with it.”

      “Sure.” I knew better than to argue with her.

      Grabbing our mugs out of the sleek stainless-steel-fronted dishwasher, I fixed myself and Mom our coffee and made Luke his tea. After carrying the drinks to the table, I got the condiments out of the fridge and had to go back when I’d forgotten the peanut butter.

      “Are you excited for your visit with your mother, honey?” Mom was asking him when I joined them at the table.

      Luke flashed her a grin and nodded enthusiastically. “We’re going to the museum. Jett might take us to a game, too. He said he had tickets for them, but he was going to try to get an extra one for me.”

      “That’s great, Luke,” I said, biting back the retort at the tip of my tongue. Jett and Audrey would have known they were going to have Luke for the weekend when they’d bought the tickets, which meant he’d gone ahead and gotten them without even thinking about my son.

      Unfortunately, stuff like that happened all the time. Thankfully, Luke wasn’t at a stage where he was putting it all together yet. He was still really excited whenever he went over there, and I pretended to be excited right along with him.

      “We haven’t watched rugby for a while,” Mom said to me, widening her eyes and shaking her head. She knew where my mind had gone to, and she was silently warning me not to say anything about it.

      She didn’t have to, but both of us needed a reminder at times. I shrugged my shoulders and wrapped my fingers around my mug. “Yeah, I know. Maybe we should look into catching a match later this month, too.”

      Just in case Jett hadn’t managed to get Luke a ticket and he ended up being left behind with a babysitter again, at least he’d have a game with us to look forward to. He perked up, shooting me a smile as he slathered peanut butter all over his muffin.

      “That would be great. I love rugby.” He beamed at me. “Just like you used to, Dad.”

      “I still love it,” I said.

      “He’s just not in shape enough to play anymore,” Mom joked, winking at me as she sipped her cotton-candy coffee crap.

      I took a muffin off the tray and arched a brow at her. “I’m not in shape enough to play anymore? If I remember correctly, you used to take Shane and me to the park and play with us. Think you’d still be able to keep up?”

      “I’ll keep up with you all right. All I’d have to do is pick a park near a high-end, open-air parking lot or near the beach. You and Shane would both be too busy ogling to pay much attention to little old me. Luke and I could be a team. We’d win for sure.”

      “Really?” I scoffed. “You think it’d be that easy to distract us? When we’re on the field, we’re like robots, Mom. We have single-minded focus and we play like machines.”

      She pursed her lips to keep from laughing. “I distinctly remember a game where Shane tripped over the poor water boy because he was too busy trying to catch the attention of a certain cheerleader.”

      I groaned, scrubbing a hand over my face. “Fine. You got me there. Maybe I’ll just play against both of you by myself.”

      “You could try.” She smiled sweetly, taking another sip of her drink.

      I laughed. Mom wasn’t even really kidding. She would team up with Luke to take me on. She wouldn’t expect me to let them win or to go overly easy on her, either.

      She was the kind of fun-loving mom everyone wanted, and her influence on Luke had made him the same way. “I’ll team up with you, Daddy. Gram can play with Uncle Shane.”

      Mom gasped loudly, waggling her brows at her grandson. “Little traitor. I guess that’s what I get for forcing you to do your math homework yesterday.”

      “Exactly,” he said. “I know you used to teach it, but it’s still not any fun.”

      Letting out a dramatic sigh, she opened her mouth to reply when the buzzer went off alerting us that Audrey was on her way up. Mom and I exchanged a glum look over the top of Luke’s head, then both pasted on our bright smiles.

      “Well, I’d better start cleaning up,” she said, opening her arms. “Say goodbye to your granny, little traitor. I’ll see you on Sunday, okay? Be good.”

      She smacked a kiss down on top of his head, then busied herself at the sink. I knew she wasn’t really cleaning up. She just detested Audrey nearly as much as I did.

      When a relationship ended as badly as mine and Audrey’s did, there never seemed to be any love lost between the family members either. God only knew her parents couldn’t stand me.

      Mom never made or caused a scene, though. She simply preferred not to see Audrey.

      It was better that way. If I could have avoided seeing her, I’d have done it in a heartbeat. I hated being reminded of that time in my life, and every time I saw her, that was what happened.

      “Okay, buddy,” I said as Luke and I stood up. “Let’s run over the checklist one last time.”

      “Let’s do it.” He clapped his hands, his eyes shining with excitement as we headed toward the front door.

      “Do you have your toothbrush?” I asked. We’d forgotten to pack it once. It’d been a disaster. Audrey had accused me of trying to sabotage her time with him. Petty woman.

      “Check.” Luke nodded.

      I went over to the next item on my list. “Extra socks and underwear?”

      “Check.”

      “Homework?” She probably wouldn’t do it with him, which would mean Mom and I would have to, but I kept giving her the benefit of the doubt.

      “Check.” He rolled his sparkling eyes at me. “I have an English worksheet due on Monday. Grandma said I’d have to read a book a week if I didn’t hand it in.”

      “Grandma’s not wrong.” We got his backpack from the hallway where we’d left it before. “Teddy?”

      “Check.” Luke grinned. “That’s everything, right?”

      “Right.” I ruffled his hair and walked with him to the door, opening it just as Audrey got off the elevator.

      She was dressed head to toe in white, as usual. Even though she was inside, she was still wearing her large designer sunglasses—paid for on my dime, of course.

      So what if she’d married a guy with a trust fund after she’d left me? As soon as news of my first big check hit the airwaves, her lawyer called and threatened all kinds of things if I didn’t agree to pay her a decent amount in alimony.

      I’d agreed because, well, she was still Luke’s mother. Aggravating her would only turn out badly for him, and that was the last thing I wanted.

      Legally, I knew I had no more duty toward her, but I paid her anyway. It was only money. If it kept her happy, Luke would be, too.

      She strode toward us, her red lips pulling into a smile I could see right through. Once upon a time, that smile had knocked me off my goddamned feet. No longer.

      With her long blonde hair shining like spun gold, blue eyes that sparkled like jewels, model-like figure, and sky-high heels, she was a looker. If only I’d known back then that only the packaging was pretty, I could have saved myself one hell of a bad time.

      In the end, though, my relationship with her had given me Luke. For that reason and that reason alone, I could never regret having been with her.

      “Hi, baby,” she cooed as she crouched in front of Luke and did up the top button on his shirt. “I’ve missed you. Are you ready to have fun this weekend?”

      He grinned and nodded. “Sure. Bye, Dad.”

      “Later, bud. I’ll see you on Sunday.” I gave him another hug, then watched as he left with his mother.

      Days like today, when we just pretended the other wasn’t there while simply smiling politely at one another, were the absolute best.

      When I stepped back inside and closed the door behind me, I sighed. I leaned against it and prayed Jett had gotten that extra fucking rugby ticket.

      Mom poked her head out of the kitchen. “Is the she-witch gone?” she asked.

      I cracked a smile. “She’s gone.”

      For now, anyway. Just two more days, and I’d have to deal with her all over again. Fun. Fun. Fun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          ROSE

        

      

    

    
      Brilliant green eyes looked up at me from where he rested between my legs. They were dark with lust, but the ever-present smirk was still on his perfectly formed lips.

      “What do you want, gorgeous?” he asked, his deep smooth voice tight. One of his hands slid up my thigh until his fingertips brushed against the wetness gathered at my entrance, but he didn’t go any farther. “This?”

      He cocked his head as a frustrated moan tore out of me, but then lowered his head and gave my clit an infuriatingly soft teasing flick with his tongue. “Or that?”

      “Anything.” I panted, writhing as I arched my back and spread my legs wider like some kind of sex goddess without a trace of inhibitions. I was not that.

      Which was my first clue that this tryst wasn’t really happening. The second was that, try as I might, I didn’t have a fucking clue who the guy torturing me was. There was something familiar about him, but I had no memory of meeting him.

      His fingers slid higher, and he bent his head to give me a long slow lick from bottom to top before sucking my hardened nub into his mouth.

      Who cares who he is?

      As long as he didn’t stop, I didn’t give a damn. Crying out wordlessly when one of his thick fingers finally pushed into me, I threaded my fingers into his dark hair and held on tight.

      If he kept going, I was going to explode. I was already so close.

      God, this feels so good.

      Exquisite pleasure licked at my insides, tightening my core and curling my toes. Just as I started to see stars behind my eyelids, I woke up with a start, shaking and sweaty.

      Holy hot cakes. Where the hell had that come from?

      I hadn’t even been thinking about my new mentor when I’d fallen asleep, exhausted and out of whack after my long flight. Obviously, the only explanation was that my stupid fucking subconscious was trying to sabotage me.

      The last thing I needed on my first day at Hudson Technologies was to be distracted by a sex dream about my boss. Now that I was awake, I was sorely aware of who my co-star in the dream had been, and it had definitely been none other than Jude Hudson.

      That was why I’d had no memory of meeting him. I’d never actually even met the man before.

      I’d already been in danger of being distracted by him, but now? Now I was fucked.

      Or, as the throbbing between my legs reminded me, thoroughly not fucked. I covered my face with a spare pillow and screamed my frustration into it.

      My clit ached and begged for relief. I was swollen and wet, my chest rising and falling on fast shallow breaths. If I’d stayed in that dream even thirty seconds longer, at least I’d have gotten an orgasm for it.

      Now, I was all hot and bothered but feeling too guilty to do anything about it. After dragging in a few deep breaths, I felt my heartrate slowing down. Time to get going.

      The hotel room I had been set up in for now was small but well chosen. Soft dawn light filtered in through a crack in the heavy, cream-colored curtains, casting a single dim line across the padded carpet.

      I walked over to the window to take a peek outside, getting my first real look at downtown Sydney without the bleary-eyed confusion I’d felt just after I’d landed. The air was clear and the sky cloudless. At the moment, the dark was only just starting to lighten to blue but I could already tell it was going to be a vibrant color once the sun was all the way up.

      Splashes of dusky pink and deep orange painted the backdrop above the tall, modern buildings in the city. I caught a glimpse of the harbor, too, although I couldn’t see any of the iconic landmarks there. Rumor had it Hudson Technologies’ offices had a fabulous view of it all, though. I’d be seeing it soon enough.

      I just had to shower and get ready, and I’d be on my way. After scrubbing my skin clean of all the residual airplane goo that I might not have gotten off in the shower I’d taken after arriving, I washed and conditioned my hair twice.

      I had to take special care to put my best foot forward today. A lot was riding on this internship and I wanted to make a good impression.

      No, an excellent impression. There wasn’t room for anything less.

      Feeling like one of those girls in a movie montage of getting ready, I blow-dried my hair, tried on the three different outfits I’d shortlisted in my head, and finally smeared some deep red lipstick on my lips before smacking them at myself in the mirror.

      When I took a step back from the full-length mirror mounted on the wall, I gave myself a critical onceover. This was not the day I wanted to realize later that I’d accidentally worn two different earrings or shoes.

      A slim-cut navy suit with a white shirt and heels felt like a safe choice for an outfit. I wasn’t sure what the dress code at this office was, but if I tucked in the shirt and did up the button on the jacket, I could create a much more formal look in a snap.

      For now though, I didn’t want to tuck the shirt in and have it wrinkled if I needed to be more informal. My jewelry was minimal, with only small golden hoops in my ears and a golden band with a moonstone on it on my index finger. I opted for a structured black purse, which was really my only option other than my oversized backpack.

      My inky hair shone and fell in a straightened curtain to my shoulders. It was about an inch longer in the front than the back, but it looked sleek and professional.

      Extra-volume mascara made my lashes appear longer and thicker, and the charcoal liner I’d used around them made my eyes pop. There was just a touch of glimmering gold eye shadow on my lids, but I loved the effect it gave.

      All in all, I was satisfied with my look.

      After adding a delicate rose-gold watch to my wrist, I gave myself a nod and pulled up the location of Hudson Technologies on my phone. I’d studied the map the night before and had planned out the route I wanted to take.

      The hotel was only six or so blocks from the office tower, but I hailed a cab when I got downstairs. The only thing worse than being distracted by the sex dream would be to arrive smelling terrible. I had a small bottle of perfume in my purse, which I’d spritzed on just before I’d left my room, but I wasn’t taking any chances of becoming the smelly new girl.

      We pulled up to the curb.

      “This is it,” the cab driver said, slinging his arm over the passenger seat and turning his head to face me. “You have a good day now.”

      “Thank you,” I said, surprised by how friendly the guy was. “I will. Same to you.”

      I paid him and stepped out onto the sidewalk. The office tower in front of me was, indeed, a tower. It seemed to have been built entirely out of blue-green glass, and from down here, it appeared to be a cylindrical shape. It was pretty damn cool that I’d be working here for six months.

      The inside was just as impressive but also just as intimidating as the exterior. Even the floor was polished and gleaming.

      A sign beside the bank of elevators told me that Hudson Technologies occupied the top four stories of the forty-story building. Nerves exploded in my stomach when the elevator arrived and the doors slid soundlessly open.

      I stepped inside and punched the button to close the doors repeatedly. If I could get it, I needed this last minute to myself.

      Thankfully, it was early enough that I got it. People swarmed around the lobby even at this hour, but I’d been waiting in front of the farthest elevator and had slipped in without anyone rushing toward me.

      As the doors closed, I exhaled and shook my fingers out at my sides. My anxiety levels climbed right along with the elevator and my hands wouldn’t stop trembling. I’d never been this nervous in my life.

      My heartrate would’ve put that hummingbird from before to shame, and my knees felt strangely numb. Despite my reservations about my mentor, I had been waiting a long time for a chance like this.

      Scholarships might have paid most of my tuition, but my parents had sacrificed a lot for me to get this far. If I couldn’t hack it in the real world, everything they had done would’ve been for nothing.

      I couldn’t allow that to happen. I had to make this work. I had to take this opportunity and squeeze every last drop of knowledge and experience from it, then take what I’d gotten and use it to launch my own career.

      No biggie. No pressure.

      I took a shaky breath and released it slowly. No matter what, when I called my parents tonight to let them know how my first day had been, it had to have gone well. Today would be a good day.

      Whatever tiny amount of strength I got from my internal pep mumblings, it evaporated when I stepped off the elevator on the first floor of the offices.

      Despite the early hour, it was already bustling with activity. It seemed I’d made the right choice about leaving my shirt untucked because the attire was way more business-casual than business-formal.

      The reception area itself was bright and grand. Artificial light mixed with the natural to make it seem almost like we were outside, despite being more than thirty stories up in the air and surrounded by glass.

      A twisting spiral staircase, also made out of glass, led to the upper floors. Beside it in the center of the room was an enormous reception desk. The girl behind it seemed about my age. She was gorgeous and extremely busy.

      She smiled at me from behind her desk when I caught her eye, but I never made it to her. A dark-haired man with springy curls and thick-framed glasses suddenly stepped in front of me.

      “Are you lost or are you the new intern?” His piercing amber gaze dropped to the tablet in his hand. “Roselyn Joyce?”

      It didn’t take a genius to figure out how he’d known it was me. Everyone else moved with purpose, spoke to colleagues, and generally seemed to know what they were doing and where they were going. I, on the other hand, was still standing in front of the elevator, gawking at the reception area.

      “Yeah. Yes.” I cleared my throat and forced a polite smile to hide my nerves as I offered him my hand. “Roselyn Joyce, the intern. Please call me Rose.”

      “Rose,” he repeated, nodding. Amusement flickered in his eyes, but he shook my hand without commenting on what had caused it. “Shane Harvey, PR. I’m the one who’s been in contact with the university.”

      “Oh, wow.” I blinked one too many times. “It’s lovely to meet you. Thank you so much for this opportunity.”

      “No worries.” He grinned. “Come on. Mr. Hudson is waiting for you.”

      “Waiting?” My eyes widened. “I thought I was early.”

      “You are.” He nodded in the direction of the staircase. “Let’s go.”

      As I fell into step beside him, my stomach contracted and my heart did flip-flops.

      Okay, Rose. It’s time. Here goes nothing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          JUDE

        

      

    

    
      Fucking Audrey.

      Seeing her always left me feeling agitated, and this morning wasn’t any different. My knee bounced, and even though I’d been seated behind my desk for some time, I wasn’t actually getting any work done.

      Concentrating just didn’t seem possible. A mental image of Luke’s face and how it had brightened when that buzzer had gone off to indicate she was on her way up lingered in my mind. I couldn’t shake it, even after taking deep breaths, shutting my eyes, and trying to force my mind to shut it down.

      Audrey and that fake smile of hers had crept under my skin in the worst possible way.

      Again.

      She always made it seem like she and Luke would have such a great weekend, only to pull the rug out from under him. Inevitably, he was left disappointed, and I was the one who had to make it up to him.

      Always.

      Aggravation ricocheted from one side of me to the other. Why she couldn’t just put him first for two days every two fucking weeks was beyond me.

      “Witch is right,” I muttered, dropping my head back to scowl at the ceiling.

      I was so lost in thought I didn’t even hear my door opening. The first clue that I wasn’t alone anymore came when someone cleared their throat.

      “Sir?”

      I looked up to find Shane standing in the doorway to my office. Just as I was about to ask him what was up with calling me “sir,” he took half a step to the side. I caught a flash of a black-haired woman standing behind him, but my view of her was still partially blocked by his beefy body.

      Ah, this must be the new American intern. Which meant it was time to put my game face on.

      No way was I letting some student see me sweat. I met my friend’s eyes and saw the flicker of concern in them before both of us pulled ourselves together.

      “Come on in, Shane.” I ran my fingers down the length of my tie before rolling my chair back. Let’s get this sham of a show on the road.

      “This is Roselyn Joyce, the intern we talked about,” he said as they moved away from the door, leaving it open behind them. “She’s top of her class in the—”

      “I know who she is,” I said, getting to my feet and rounding my desk, my hands stuck loosely into my pockets. A meet-and-greet was the last thing I was in the mood for, but she was here now. “Please sit, Ms. Joyce.”

      Shane hung back for a second to let her pass, and I caught my first good look at the woman who I’d been told would be stuck to my side for the next half a year. Surprise had me rocking back on my heels.

      She’s fucking beautiful.

      My jaw nearly hit the floor like some cartoon character’s might have. I sure as fuck hadn’t been expecting her to look anything like that. With that figure, the navy suit, and the pouty deep red lips, she looked like a goddamned pin-up girl.

      All my attention was stuck on her as she took her seat. Because even the way she moved was somehow seductive.

      Black hair, big brown eyes, and a figure that was curvy but still seemed fit. The suit she wore clung in all the right places, and my eyes narrowed for a second like they were trying to develop X-ray vision.

      What are you wearing underneath that prim suit, Ms. Joyce? I imagined her in something suitably sexy. Like a corset and a garter belt. Yes, please.

      When I nearly groaned, I realized I was letting this go way too far. Giving myself a mental slap, I moved back behind my desk.

      My attention and my eyes remained on her.

      Despite having just slapped my mind out of the gutter, I couldn’t quite get over how gorgeous she was. Just because I shouldn’t be thinking about her underwear and how sexy she’d look in black lace didn’t mean I couldn’t appreciate her at all.

      Besides, it wouldn’t have been possible for me not to. She truly was beautiful but in a very real way. She was all woman, yet I doubted I’d ever known one like her before. There was nothing fake about her, which placed her in a totally different league than any of the women I’d spent time with intimately recently.

      Roselyn crossed one of her knees over the other when she sat down, sitting up straight as her gaze settled on mine. There were so many shades of brown and amber in her eyes, they seemed almost like a tapestry created by nature.

      As she folded her hands in her lap, I saw a slight tremor running through them. So she’s nervous.

      I liked that about her. It meant she actually cared. She wasn’t just some vapid student who would run around acting like she owned the place for being assigned to me, while not planning on learning anything at all.

      But it also meant she’d be a little more fun, of course. She actually cared.

      Maybe a female American intern won’t be so bad.

      Shane smirked at me, but I practically saw the warning flashing in his eyes.

      Yeah, I know she’s hot, but keep it in your pants, bud.

      His expression softened considerably when he placed a hand on Roselyn’s shoulder. “Don’t let him intimidate you, Ms. Joyce. He’s harmless.”

      The young woman smiled up at him. “Noted.”

      Before he left, he turned to me as he reached the door and pointed at my chest. “You have thirty minutes before the technical update starts. Don’t be late.”

      “Noted,” I echoed her reply, returning his smirk. I watched him roll his eyes at me before he left me alone with my new intern.

      I leaned back in my chair and studied her for another long minute. She stared back calmly, seemingly accepting my scrutiny without objection or reservation.

      Strangely, I couldn’t get a read on her. I’d seen that one tremor, but that had been it.

      Playing poker with her would be interesting. The thought almost made me grin and rub my hands together as I issued a challenge, but I didn’t even know if she knew how to play poker yet.

      Not to mention, I probably had to give professionalism a try. “So, Oxford, huh?”

      I got one short, sharp nod in response. “Yes, sir. It’s been my dream school ever since I was a girl. My parents worked very hard to make sure I had the opportunity to—”

      What the fuck makes her think I care about her parents? If she was about to get into her life story, we were going to be late for the update and Shane would demand my balls on a platter. I’d already missed the previous two.

      It wasn’t even strictly necessary for me to be there, but he thought it looked good. Plus, I really wasn’t interested in hearing how she’d ended up here.

      “Your professor speaks highly of you,” I said, interrupting her without remorse. I’d skimmed through some of the information Shane had sent me about her, and my meeting with her professor had been like a fucking praise-fest.

      For the briefest second, a frown appeared between her brows. Then it was gone.

      She’s good. I have to give her that.

      “I… thank you, sir.”

      Quick recovery. Well done. I nodded as I linked my fingers together and laid them down across my stomach. “Call me Jude. If we’re going to be spending so much time together, let’s drop the extreme formality.”

      She nodded. “Call me Rose.”

      “I hope you have thorns, Rose.” I grinned. “These six months won’t be easy.”

      She licked her lips and sat up even straighter, looking me right in the eyes when she replied. “I’m tougher than I look.”

      My grin widened. This really was going to be fun. “Welcome to the company, Rose. Let’s get started.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          ROSE

        

      

    

    
      Well, that settles it. Jude Hudson is an ass. I should have known. Correction. I had known.

      I just hadn’t expected him to come out of the gate so abrasive and demeaning.

      I hope you have thorns? What the hell? Who said stuff like that in real life? I’ll show you thorns, you obnoxious prick.

      I was glad for it, though. Those pictures hadn’t done him justice, and combined with that lovely dream I’d had just this morning, I needed him to keep acting exactly the way he was.

      If he kept behaving like said obnoxious prick, maybe I’d be able to actually look into his eyes without being at risk of swooning. People did not have eyes like that. Contacts were made in that color, not actual irises.

      They were such a luminous, dazzling green that it was difficult to look directly into them. Almost like the sun.

      As if that wasn’t enough, he also had this magnetic intensity about him that made me want to look directly at him. It was confusing as hell and wouldn’t be good for my brain functions.

      While I was having my little freak-out, I did my very best to keep a straight face. Jude Hudson was studying me like there would be a test later, and I couldn’t help feeling like I was coming up short.

      He’d barely blinked since I’d entered his office, never mind actually taking that sharp gaze of his off of me. It was like he was playing a game of chicken and had neglected to tell me.

      Bastard.

      There was a smug grin that seemed to be permanently etched onto his features. It spread as he watched me, finally sitting up to ask me a question. “What makes you want to work here at Hudson Technologies, Rose?”

      “Um.” I swiped at my lips again. This wasn’t an interview, but that question sure made it feel like one. “I’m excited to learn about your strategies in business, how you develop them, and to learn from you how to implement them.”

      He inclined his head, causing just a few of his dark brown hairs to sweep across the top of his forehead. “Good answer. Why do you want to learn them from here?”

      “Here,” I put emphasis on the word as I frowned at my mentor, “was chosen by my university. Even so, I’m very excited to be here.”

      “So you’ve said.” He brushed the hair off his face, still looking at me with eyes blazing with… something. “What are you hoping to learn from me specifically?”

      I raised my chin just a fraction of an inch. He had to know he wasn’t going to win this game of chicken against me, even if he hadn’t told me we were playing. “You’ve achieved an immense level of success. I’d like to learn how you did it. I’ve studied the strategies you reportedly use, but I don’t know how you continuously manage to replicate your initial successes, even though you use them in a variety of industries.”

      “So you want to build up a company in competition with mine?” Humor sparked in his eyes, making them seem even more vibrant than before.

      Seriously, with those eyes and a body like that, it was a wonder he worked at all. He could probably have started a video channel on the internet and people would have paid to just look at him going about his day.

      Ha. Maybe that’ll be the billion-dollar idea I come up with.

      I shook my head at him. “Not in competition with yours, but I wouldn’t mind eventually starting my own firm.”

      “Is that so?” The corners of his lips pressed in. “That takes a lot. Do you have what it takes?”

      “I think so, but I guess that’s what I’m here to find out.”

      He shrugged. “Yeah, maybe. We’ll see.”

      “It’s not a maybe, Jude,” I reminded him gently. “This isn’t an interview. I’ve already been awarded the internship. I was hand-selected from a class of hundreds to sit in this seat.”

      “Hundreds, huh?”

      I nodded. “I can assure you that I’m more than qualified to be in this position. You don’t need to do any investigative work about me or my motivations for being here. Unless of course you don’t think Oxford University produces well-educated alumni.”

      He actually looked like I might just have surprised him there, but then he started laughing. And what a freaking laugh it is.

      “I never said that,” he managed to get out between breaths.

      I arched an eyebrow at the insufferable man. “You implied it.”

      “I suppose it might have sounded that way,” he conceded, still seeming thoroughly amused. “Should we discuss—”

      The ringing of his phone distracted him. He glanced down at the sleek black device skittering across his desk as it vibrated, suddenly tense.

      Without bothering to excuse himself from our conversation, he snapped the phone up and pressed it to his ear. “What is it?”

      He listened intently, his mood visibly darkening even though he didn’t say another word. He made a bunch of humming noises, hung up, and stood up. “I have to go. We’ll have to continue this another time. Excuse me please.”

      With hardly another thought for me, he rushed out of the office. Leaving me to see myself out would have been much more awkward if it didn’t also stress me out. I was supposed to be learning from him as of today, but he’d just dismissed me as if I was something he could simply reschedule.

      Refusing to wallow in it, though, I got up and slung my purse over my shoulder. I had no idea where to go or what to do, but I figured I could check in with the receptionist. If all else failed, I’d just wait there for Jude to get back.

      As I was turning back after closing the door to his office, I bumped into someone.

      “Hey,” a familiar voice said. I looked up to find myself looking into Shane’s eyes. I’d thought they were piercing before, but now that I’d met Jude, that word had lost its meaning when being applied to anybody else. “Where are you off to?”

      I lifted a shoulder, shaking my head at him. “I’m Jude’s intern. According to my professor, I’m supposed to be glued to the man. But I can’t do that when he walks away from me.”

      Shane’s brow crumpled in a frown, but he smoothed it out. “Okay, how about this? I have some time. Why don’t I give you a tour of the main floor of the office? You a coffee drinker?”

      “Coffee is life,” I said, holding my hand to my heart like I was swearing an oath. “Are you sure you have time to give me a tour? I don’t mind looking around by myself. I was actually on my way to ask the receptionist if I could do just that.”

      “Now you don’t have to do it by yourself.” He grinned, lifting a hand to run it through his unruly but soft-looking curls. “Let me take you under my wing for today. We can talk and I’ll answer any questions you might have.”

      “That sounds good,” I said, relieved. “Especially if there’s going to be coffee involved.”

      Shane jerked his head to the side. “Follow me. We’ll start in one of the pause areas. There are sublime coffee machines in there.”

      “Pause areas?” I asked as I followed him around for the second time that morning.

      He chuckled. “Break room, pause area. Same thing. Jude just preferred pause area to break room.”

      “Ah, I get it.” I didn’t get it, but I nodded anyway. “So is everything here exactly what he wants then?”

      “Well, yeah. He’s the boss.” Shane stepped to the side when we reached the end of one long walkway hovering above the floor below it. “After you.”

      “Thank you.” My gaze traveled past him when I turned to ask him another question, landing on the drop below the glass-bridge-like thing we’d just walked across to get here. “I guess you can’t be afraid of heights if you like coffee around here, huh?”

      He chuckled again. I got the feeling it was something he did often. He sure was a lot more easygoing and less intense than our illustrious boss.

      “There are other pause areas. Coffee bars too. But yeah, working in this building if you’re not a fan of heights would suck.”

      Shane introduced me to people as we entered the break area, but I doubted I’d remember any of their names. There were just too many. They were all happy, smiley people, though. I wondered if they knew they worked for a cocky asshole.

      The pause area itself was just as impressive as I’d come to expect from this building. It was broken into different sections, but Shane just kept heading for what appeared to be a bar standing in the middle of the wing.

      I saw why calling it a break room wouldn’t have worked. It really was more of a wing than a room. From what I could see, there was a spot off on the far side with nap pods in it. Another section contained a gaming area with electronic and arcade types of games available.

      The middle section around the bar was decked out like a lounge with comfy couches and footstools. People hung around there, drinking their coffee and laughing together.

      It was almost too much to take in. How could a guy like Jude provide an area like this for his employees? It certainly didn’t fit with the impression I’d gotten of him.

      “This is going to change your life,” Shane said, interrupting my thoughts. He waved his hand at a machine standing on the counter. “Seriously, you’ll never want a different latte again once you’ve tasted these.”

      “Great. Thank you for ruining me then.”

      He flashed me a grin over his shoulder as he collected the glass mugs from a cabinet underneath the machine. “I didn’t buy the machine. Jude did. If you’re ruined for other lattes, it’s his fault. Just don’t ever tell him that. He’ll never let you forget it.”

      I watched his expression carefully as he mentioned our boss. His face and his tone made it seem like he thought of Jude as more of a friend than a boss. I’d thought the same thing back in his office, even if he had called him sir.

      “What’s it like working for him?” I asked, unable to keep my curiosity to myself anymore. “Everyone around here seems so relaxed and happy, but he’s so…”

      “Not?” Shane offered, and I nodded. The corners of his eyes crinkled as he gave me an understanding smile. “It just takes a little while to get to know him. I don’t know what he did or said to you in your meeting, but he’s a good guy.”

      Both of my eyebrows lifted. “A good guy? Really?”

      He laughed, shrugging his large shoulders. “He’s more complicated than you might think and he’s balancing a lot of things at once. Just give him some time.”

      “Some time until what?” The machine whirred quietly, and both of the mugs filled from different dispensers. I watched the creamy liquid pouring into them with trepidation filling me. “How much time? I’m not here indefinitely. I only have so much time with him.”

      “He’ll come around soon enough,” Shane promised as he handed over my latte. “When he does, you’ll see who he really is.”

      I doubted it, but I didn’t say anything. As he led me around the room, his gaze rested on a group of people entering before he glanced down at me. “Hey, I have an idea.”

      I sipped the foam off my latte. “Oh?”

      “Why don’t you come out with us tonight? Jude takes his office staff out every Friday for drinks and fun, and it would be a good chance for you to get to know people.”

      I stared at him, then looked around the room again. “He takes all of them out every week?”

      That was a lot of people. It must cost him a fortune, and where would you even find a place big enough to accommodate them all on a weekly basis? My mind immediately jumped into the possible strategies behind it, but I came up empty.

      “It’s an open invitation, but not everyone shows up every week,” he said. “There are a handful of regulars, though. They’re all nice people. It’ll give you a head start on making friends around here.”

      I didn’t tell him the same thing I had Anna. I wasn’t here to make friends, but I also didn’t want to be rude. As curious as I was about how Jude conducted his business, I failed to see how this would assist me in my goal. “That doesn’t sound very professional.”

      Shane laughed, reaching up to pat me gently on the shoulder. “Oxford, you’re going to have to loosen up a bit if you want to survive here.”
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          JUDE

        

      

    

    
      “Why is she even here?” I asked Shane as I eyed the new intern sitting at the other end of our table.

      We were at the same bar down the block from the office that we started at every Friday night. It wasn’t as ritzy as the clubs I usually went to, but the food was fried, and the beer was on tap. They also had a two-for-one tequila special, which helped.

      Bringing the guys from the office here every week wasn’t smart business. I knew that, but I still did it. It was a tradition and one I knew my employees valued. It kept morale up, and that was a good enough excuse for me.

      Our table was a long one that stretched down the side of the bar. Above our heads was a low-hanging industrial-looking chandelier. The lightbulbs were at least three times the size of normal ones, but they weren’t too bright. They cast a warm glow over us, making it feel more like a family dinner than a work thing.

      Platters of bar food had been placed down the middle of the distressed-wood tabletop and a multitude of glasses in all sizes were scattered around them. My people talked and laughed, slammed back shots, and enjoyed their drinks.

      I sat back with a satisfied smile on my face, but then I glanced down the table again and sighed. Shane frowned in his seat beside me. “She’s here because I invited her. What’s up with you? It’s an open invitation, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah, usually, but she’s being a buzzkill.”

      He leaned forward to peer at her. “Is that lemon water?”

      “I think so.” I shrugged. “Maybe it’s got vodka in it, but I doubt it. In case you were wondering, the only food I’ve seen her eating are the fried zucchini sticks.”

      “Aren’t those the garnish?” he asked, shooting a look at the circular platter in front of us. “I always thought it was.”

      “That’s because it is. I honestly think they only put it on there to get rid of the zucchini when it comes with other vegetables in a bulk order from the market.”

      Shane tipped his head. “Maybe, but she seems to like them.”

      “Yeah.” She took another delicate bite, sitting back in her chair and observing those around her as she chewed. “Why do you think she came if she wasn’t planning on talking to anyone?”

      “I think she’s shy,” he said. “She’s out of her element and in an unfamiliar country. Take it easy on her, will you?”

      I tossed a chicken nugget into my mouth and took my time chewing it. Once I’d swallowed the tender meat, I drained what was left of my beer and kept an eye on her, barely registering the conversation going on around me.

      If I was going to mentor this woman, I needed to draw her out of her shell. An uptight student hanging around my office for that length of time wasn’t going to work for me. “Call her down here.”

      Shane blinked at me but then sighed and did as I asked. Instead of just calling out to her like he might have anyone else around the table, he got up off his stool and went to stand next to her. A tentative smile spread across her lips when she saw him, but he gestured toward me and her face dropped.

      What the hell?

      Surely, she couldn’t be pissed off that I’d run out of our meeting earlier. My senior developer had needed me. I couldn’t be expected to baby an intern when our latest release was in danger of tanking.

      Shane said something else, and I saw her shoulders rise and fall on a deep breath as she nodded. He flashed her a wide grin before offering his elbow like a real gentleman. He wasn’t, but out of the two of us, I supposed he was her best bet for that kind of treatment.

      They made their way through the people standing around between tables until they reached me. Rose smiled, but it was tight and didn’t quite reach her eyes.

      “Hello, Jude,” she said, following it up with a small wave.

      “Have a seat.” I motioned for the empty one beside me. It had belonged to Shane, but use it or lose it was a well-known refrain at these gatherings.

      He didn’t even bat an eye before smiling and nodding. “What he means to say is ‘please join us.’”

      “What I meant to say was let’s have shots.” My hand shot into the air to get the waiter’s attention. When I caught his eye, I pointed at the table at a cluster of shot glasses and raised three fingers. He nodded his understanding, and my gaze went back to my new intern’s.

      Rose’s eyes were wide. “You guys do shots at work events?”

      “It’s not a work event. It’s a social event with people we happen to work with. There’s a difference.” My lips curved into a smirk. “If the boss is okay with it, who’s going to argue?”

      She lifted her index finger. “I won’t argue, but I’m going to pass. I don’t think it’s a good idea. Thanks for the offer.”

      I blinked at her. “You’re refusing a drink with your new boss on your first day?”

      Girl has balls. I’ve got to give her that.

      Her head dipped in a slight nod. “May I remind you you’re not my boss? You’re my mentor.  That means I’m here to learn from you, not work for you or drink with you.”

      With an amused glance at Shane, I pointed a finger at her chest. “You’re my intern, which means you work for me while you learn from me. That was the deal, right? International internship?”

      Shane rolled his eyes and gave her an apologetic look. “He’s right. That was the deal.”

      Rose’s eyes narrowed, and she huffed out a breath. “Fine, you’re right. I just don’t see how drinking with you is a part of working for you.”

      “It’s not,” I said as the waiter carried a tray with a fresh round on it toward us. “It’s part of getting to know each other and networking. Here.”

      I plucked a shot glass from the tray and held it up. “If you don’t want it, don’t drink it. If you’re holding back because you’re worried it’ll be unprofessional for you to drink with us, take the damn shot.”

      I held her gaze as the tequila dangled between us. In the mere hours since I’d last seen her, I’d forgotten just how beautiful she was. Those big brown orbs glinted with either determination or challenge just before she took the shot from me.

      “Just this one.” She waited for Shane and I to pick up our glasses, then raised hers higher. “Here’s to the next six months.”

      “The next six months,” I echoed, feeling something pass between us as we continued our stare-off.

      Shane said the same, shook his head at the two of us, and downed his drink. Rose and I tipped our glasses back at the same time, but neither of us seemed willing to be the first to break eye contact.

      She’d only been here a day, but I already had a feeling our time together would be interesting. She wasn’t afraid of a challenge or of calling me out. I found those qualities sexy unfortunately.

      “Why do you like to drink with your staff?” she asked as she finally sat down beside me. “I mean, don’t you have friends you can do this stuff with?”

      I barked out a laugh. “It’s just some harmless fun I like to have with the people who work with me. We spend more time together than most do with their families. Why not toast to the end of the week together?”

      “Because maybe they’d like to do that with their families instead,” she said bluntly. “They’re off the clock.”

      “They are, but everyone here chose to come here instead of going home or out with other people. I don’t force anyone to be here. Everyone knows we have a standard reservation for this table. If they want to join us, they do. If they don’t, it’s their business.”

      She paused, pursing her full lips in thought. “What about your business, though? How does spending this amount of money on entertainment for employees help it? What’s your strategy here?”

      “My strategy?” I picked up my beer and tipped the open end of it at her. “Do you ever switch off? Just have fun?”

      “Nope.” She smiled sweetly. “Especially not on my first day.”

      I laughed, taking a drink as I inclined my head in concession to her point. “I wouldn’t be in this business if it wasn’t about the people. My people. If I can’t have fun with them, then I don’t want it.”

      “Is that true?” Her shoulders lowered maybe a fraction of an inch. “There’s no ulterior motive or angle to it?”

      “Did you think there was?” My lips curled at the corners. “You think we lured you here to liquor you up and wait for you to make a mistake?”

      “No, it’s not that.” She took a drink of the water she’d brought with her. I snagged the glass when she put it on the table and replaced it with a beer. Rose frowned at it but gave a shrug and picked it up. “I didn’t think it was a trap for me specifically, but I can’t help wondering how it fits into any business model.”

      “It doesn’t,” I replied simply. “You came to the wrong company if you think everything I do will fit into a business model out of one of your textbooks. I am who I am. As you pointed out earlier, all these people are off the clock, but so am I. I chose to come here tonight, same as anyone else.”

      “There’s a lot of literature about authentic leadership. Would you say that’s your style?”

      Jesus, she sounded like she was interviewing me. “Nah, I don’t have a style. Business just means nothing to me if I can’t have a good time with my employees once the day’s over. But you’re having another shot for that question.”

      “What?” Her eyes blew wide open. “Why?”

      “If you’re not careful, he’ll order you a shot for that question as well,” Shane chimed in from the side, having dragged up a chair to the head of the table. “It’s best not to talk shop at these gatherings if you want to avoid having to take the penalty drinks.”

      Rose’s chest expanded on a deep breath as she looked at Shane, seemingly trying to determine if he was serious. Another beat passed before she nodded. “Fine. Let’s do things your way. I’m a student. Drinking is part of who we are.” She took a large sip of her beer. “Game on.”

      “Game on.” I clinked my glass against hers, settling in to finally see a more real and less uptight version of this woman. “How are you finding Australia so far?”

      “It’s good.” She smiled, more genuinely this time. “Okay, that’s not true. It’s been really great, even if I haven’t had a chance to do much exploring. It’s so beautiful and sunny here.”

      I laughed. “I guess it is. England’s not exactly known for much sunshine, so it must seem doubly true to you. Where in the States are you from?”

      “Ohio.” Rose loosened up pretty quickly after that. She had a couple of more drinks and actually ended up looking like she was having fun. She spoke with animation, her hands moving and features opening up instead of having that closed-off look about them.

      She laughed often, and the sound of it was contagious. It had been months since I’d laughed as much as I did while I listened to her tales about growing up on a farm.

      Covering her face with her hands, she shook her head and groaned as another memory hit. Then she began animatedly telling us about falling into a pool of chicken manure once.

      Her nose wrinkled. “I smelled awful for days. It was so bad, I cleared out a church pew the next Sunday.”

      Everything about her was attractive, but her ability to laugh so easily was even more so. I’d been right earlier when I’d thought I hadn’t met many women like her recently.

      When I caught a couple of the others shooting curious glances our way, I realized I had gotten a little too caught up in her. Time to pull back on the drinks a bit.

      Oxford wouldn’t think too highly of me if I got intimate with their top student on her first night here. But once that thought crossed my mind, I couldn’t shake it so easily, even knowing it would be a bad idea.
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      I had been so wrong to question why these people drank together. And that isn’t the alcohol talking.

      They were a lot of fun, and I was having a blast with them. At first, I’d felt a little out of my depth, but then Shane had come to get me, and the evening had taken a turn from there.

      Jude and Shane had moved on to make conversation with some others a little while ago, but I was never alone. Everyone rallied around me to make me feel welcome.

      The girl sitting next to me—Poppy, I thought her name was—giggled at something the guy opposite her said. I was trying to remember all their names, but I was struggling. That was definitely the alcohol’s fault.

      “Did you hear he’s going to be on the cover of Fashion Forward magazine next month?” maybe-Poppy asked, turning her attention back to me.

      “Who?” I frowned and discreetly pointed at the guy. “Him?”

      She giggled. “No, our esteemed boss. The journalists around here love him. They’d put him on every cover and run a story about him in every tabloid if they could.”

      Somewhere in the back of my hazy mind, I remembered the book I’d read on the plane. “I’ve heard he’s the most eligible bachelor in the country.”

      “Try the most unavailable.” She pouted but then winked as she flipped her blonde hair. “That man is gorgeous, but he’s not settling down again. That’s for sure.”

      My ears perked up. I knew I shouldn’t be this curious about his personal life, but I was. “Really? Why is that?”

      “Apparently, his ex is a real piece of work,” she said, bending her head closer to mine. “They broke up years ago, but he hasn’t been in a serious relationship since.”

      So he is a player. “I’ve read he’s always with different women.”

      She shrugged, the corners of her mouth pinching in. “Just because he’s photographed with people doesn’t mean he’s with all of them. We’ve been out with him. Tons of women throw themselves at him, but he’s not the guy he’s portrayed to be.”

      “Well, that’s not entirely true,” the guy said, obviously overhearing us despite her lowered volume. “The guy is living the life imagined, people. I don’t necessarily agree that he won’t ever settle down again, either. I just think he’s not in a relationship now, so why not make the best of it?”

      My nose crinkled up. “Sleeping around is making the best of it?”

      “I don’t think he sleeps with all of them,” Poppy said again, shooting the guy a glare. “Don’t buy into all that. You know it’s not true.”

      “I guess,” he said, then shook his head. “Well, we know a lot of the shit in that so-called biography wasn’t true, but the rest of it?”

      A tiny weight lifted off my heart. “The biography isn’t correct?”

      Poppy snorted. “Some of it is. Some of it isn’t. He’s not a bad guy. You’ll see.”

      “He’s definitely going to be a great mentor,” a new girl who collapsed into the open seat beside me said. “You’re lucky to have him.”

      Encouraged by their words, I grinned and glanced at my empty drink. “Thanks, guys. I’m going to get a refill. Can I get anyone anything?”

      There was a choir of orders, which I hoped I’d be able to remember as I stood up and made my way to the bar. We were the only group left here, so it took me no time at all to place our order.

      While I waited, I drummed my fingertips on the counter. I was glad I’d had that conversation with my new co-workers. I’d judged Jude harshly over the contents of that biography, but maybe I had to withhold judgment until I knew him better.

      Everyone who actually had a relationship with the man seemed to like and respect him. I’d needed that extra armor against him and his ridiculous looks, but now that I was here and in the thick of things, it was time to rethink my approach to dealing with it.

      Just because he was handsome didn’t give me a reason to be rude to him. My answer for what a better approach might be came in the form of the bartender who delivered our drinks to me.

      It wasn’t the same guy I’d ordered from, and this one was cute. In fact, most of the Australian men I’d met had been good looking. There has to be something in the water down under.

      “You new?” the bartender asked as he started lining up glasses he was transferring from the counter behind him. “They come in every week, but I haven’t seen you before. I definitely wouldn’t have forgotten a face like that.”

      Wow. My cheeks heated. Forward, much?

      But then I looked into the sparkling, azure blue of his eyes and decided to flirt back. One way of keeping my thoughts off Jude was having someone else to occupy them.

      This guy, with his floppy blond hair, golden skin, and leanly toned arms was a great candidate.

      A smile formed on my lips as I nodded. “Yeah, I just started today. I’m Rose.”

      “Rees,” he said, flipping the cloth he’d used to wipe down the bar after setting the drink down over his shoulder. “Rose and Rees. Our names sound good together.”

      Well, he’s definitely not shy. “It’s nice to meet you, Rees. I’m sure I’ll be seeing you around, but I should probably be getting these back to my colleagues.”

      “No worries. I can get Babe to take it over.” Before I could ask who Babe was, Rees whistled between his teeth and the waiter from earlier looked up from where he was wiping down one of the empty tables. “See? All taken care of. Wanna have a seat here with me?”

      Did I? I glanced back toward the table and saw Jude laughing with a pretty brunette from marketing. A funny feeling made my gut clench when I saw them together. I had no right to feel this way—or any other—about the man, so I nodded.

      “Sure. I’d love to.” I pulled out a barstool and took a seat just as Babe came over to collect the others’ drinks. When we were alone again, I turned my back on where Jude stood and grinned at Rees. “So, why did the place empty out so early?”

      He shrugged, leaning with his forearms folded on the bar. It brought his face closer to mine, but I didn’t mind it so much. “We’re more of a lunchtime and after-work joint. I think that’s why Jude and all the other Hudson Technologies folks like it so much here. They can come party without having to worry about all the attention he gets elsewhere.”

      I nodded and tried to make it look like I knew exactly what he was talking about. “Sure. That makes sense.”

      “I don’t want to talk about that, though. Tell me about you. Where did you come from, gorgeous?”

      “Gorgeous?” I chuckled, arching my brows at him. “Has anyone ever told you that you come on really strong?”

      “Yeah.” He grinned again, but this time, it was wide enough to show off two dimples in his chiseled cheeks. “If I see something I want, I go after it. I’m assertive. It’s just the way I was built.”

      “I can respect that. I’m the same way.” Just not with men, but everything else? Sure. “Okay then, Assertive Rees, what would you like to know?”

      “Everything.” He winked at me. “And it’s Smitten Rees to you, because that’s what I am.”

      I hiccupped, though I wasn’t sure if it was from the drink or astonishment. I think the guy has assertive and aggressive mixed up, but okay.

      As I chatted to him for what ended up being the better part of half an hour, I kept finding myself inadvertently glancing at Jude. I also had another drink, and I was really starting to feel it.

      No wonder my inhibitions about being caught staring are going out the window. He was never looking back at me, though, so I didn’t think he’d noticed.

      Rees turned his back to top off my beer, and I felt the small hairs on my arms lifting as if the air had been electrified. Next thing I knew, Jude appeared at my side and offered me a kind smile.

      “How are you feeling, Oxford?” he asked, his hands hooked into the pockets of his dark slacks and his button-down shirt stretching so very enticingly over his broad chest.

      I had the sudden urge to slide my fingers into the gaps between the plastic disks just to feel the skin beneath them, but I hadn’t had quite that much to drink. My inhibitions were lower, not obliterated. But still, so tempting. He’s so pretty.

      Instead of focusing on that thought, I focused on what he’d called me. “Is that what you’re all going to call me now? Oxford?”

      Jude’s vibrant eyes glittered with humor, but he shrugged. “Until you earn a different title, I suppose so.”

      “What kind of title?” I knew I shouldn’t have, but I pouted. “You’re kind of a bully, you know that?”

      His brows lifted as he stared at me. “Hardly.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Whatever you say.”

      Rees came back with my next drink, but Jude shook his head at him. At the same time, he kept his gaze on mine. “We’re winding down. Let me get you a cab.”

      “Thanks, but I’m fine,” I protested. “Rees and I are still talking. I’ll get a cab later. You don’t have to worry about me.”

      “Ah, but I do,” he said softly. “Come on, Rose. Don’t fight me on this one.”

      The look he gave me was strangely imploring, and I felt my defenses melting away. No matter what I told myself, I couldn’t resist him when he looked at me that way.

      “Okay,” I said, relenting much faster than a strong independent woman who could get her own cab should have. “Let’s go.”

      Jude smiled and extended his hand toward me, but I shook my head. I wasn’t that far gone.

      He shrugged when I didn’t take it but stayed with me as I got up and said my goodbyes to Rees. The bartender’s mouth was turned down with disappointment, but I couldn’t find it in myself to feel too sorry for him.

      “Send the bill to my office,” Jude said, bumping his fist against Rees’s. “We’ll see you next week.”

      “Sure thing.”

      As we headed toward the door, Jude’s hand came to rest gently at the small of my back. It felt like a brand, regardless of how tender and innocent the touch was. I felt the heat of his skin through my shirt and ached to feel it in other places.

      The dream I’d woken up to popped into my thoughts, and I swallowed against the onslaught of need it made me feel for him. Blissfully ignorant to how he was melting me into a puddle of mindless desire by something as totally non-sexual as this, he guided me to the street and flagged down a cab waiting just down the block.

      I turned to face him, needing to break off the contact between us before I became just another woman who threw herself at him. “Thanks, I’ve got it from here.”

      “If it’s all the same to you, I’d rather wait until I know you’re safely on your way.” He planted his feet about a foot apart, and I took it to mean he wasn’t moving—whether or not I cared.

      I shrugged, bringing my arms up to hug myself as I swayed a little. “Suit yourself.”

      “I will,” he said, the tiniest smirk tugging at the one corner of his delicious-looking lips.

      Stop it. Damn it.

      The cab pulled up in front of us and Jude reached out to get the door before I could.

      “That’s just great,” I muttered. His reflexes didn’t seem to be at all impaired. Mine, on the other hand, were lagging.

      “What was that?” he asked, his mouth quirking again.

      “Nothing.” I skirted past him before I made a complete fool of myself, and sank onto the backseat.

      Jude ducked his head in after mine, looking at the cabbie in the rearview mirror. “She’s at the Grand. Make sure you stay until she gets inside, okay?”

      I fumbled with the seatbelt when I heard his words. Why was he instructing the driver to stay with me?

      He leaned over suddenly and smiled at me. I couldn’t look away from him, my entire body freezing because of his proximity. He was so close I wondered if he was going to kiss me goodnight. Did they do that casually here? Because if he did, I hoped he knew he was going to get a big, sloppy French Kiss right back.

      With tongue. Ha.

      My rambling thoughts were cut off when he reached past me for the seatbelt and clicked it deftly into place. “There. Safe and sound.”

      God, he smells good. What is that? I sniffed again, hoping I wasn’t being obvious. It’s so fresh. Ocean-y. How does he smell so good after such a long day?

      It was becoming hard to breathe as he hovered there, seeming as uninterested in moving as I was in him doing it.

      “That bartender takes a different girl home every night,” he said eventually, his lips tantalizingly close to my own as he swiped his tongue across them. “I didn’t want you to be another one of his conquests. Sorry if I overstepped.”

      I forced my eyes away from his mouth and shook my head. “You didn’t.”

      “Good.” He lingered for another second, then released a soft sigh before pulling away. He closed the door without another word, nodding when I met his gaze through the window.

      As the taxi driver pulled away, I saw Jude staying put and watching as we disappeared out of view.

      What the hell was all that about?
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          JUDE

        

      

    

    
      I woke up to the incessant ringing of my phone. It buzzed across my nightstand, each tiny clatter like the stab of a needle to my brain. As far as hangovers went, this one was pretty mild, though.

      My tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth as I rubbed sleep from my eyes. Swallowing back a groan when the phone started up again, I grabbed it without checking who it was.

      “Hello?” I cleared my throat when I realized I sounded like there was a dwarf sleeping on my vocal cords. “This is Jude Hudson.”

      The familiar sound of Shane’s laughter came through the line. “Of course, it’s you. I’m the one who called you, remember?”

      “Yeah. Woke me up, too.” Fucker. “What do you want?”

      The world around me slowly came into focus. Outside, the sky wasn’t too bright yet. Soft light still lit the cityscape outside my window and all seemed quiet. “Why the hell are you calling me this early?”

      “It’s not that early,” he said. “I’m on my second cup of coffee. I’ve already done laundry and washed my breakfast dishes.”

      “Good for you,” I grumbled, sitting up slowly. “Now that I’m awake, there’s no way I’m getting back to sleep, so I repeat, what do you want?”

      “Oh.” I heard the faint sound of his fingers snapping. “I wanted to know you saw the new girl leave last night. I should have stayed to make sure she got back to her hotel safely, but I didn’t think about it until this morning.”

      I fell back on the bed, regretting it immediately when it sent a fresh stab of pain through my head. “I put Oxford in a cab myself.”

      “You did?” Surprise thickened his voice. “Really? If you’re joking, I’d rather get off the phone with you and give her a call.”

      “Don’t you dare get off on the phone to me,” I joked. “It sure as shit wouldn’t be with me, either.”

      He made a gagging sound. “That wasn’t what I said and you know it. Do I need to call her, or did you really make sure she got out of there safely?”

      “I really made sure she got out of there safely,” I said dutifully, rolling my eyes and regretting that too. “I personally gave her cab driver the name of her hotel after dragging her away from Rees. I had to save her from him. He was putting all the moves on her. It didn’t seem fair to leave her there without backup.”

      Shane chuckled. “That guy has a track record. That’s for sure. Not unlike some other people I know.”

      “If you were here right now, I’d throw something at you.” I covered my eyes with the crook of my elbow. “Especially since you know my track record better than anyone, and it’s nowhere near as prolific as that guy’s.”

      “It is if you ask the gossip rags,” he said cheerfully, seeming to take pleasure in the misery his jokes were causing me.

      “I need some peace and quiet to nurse my head. Was there anything else you needed?”

      “Why, yes. I’m so glad you asked. What are your plans for today? Nursing your head won’t take you longer than a shower. I was with you last night. I know it can’t be that bad.”

      “It’s not, but I still don’t need to be putting up with your lame jokes at this time of the morning.” I sighed. “What else did you need, man? Last chance before you’re getting hung up on.”

      “Luke is with Audrey this weekend, right?” he asked, but he already knew the answer.

      I grunted. “I’m hanging up now.”

      “No, wait. I had a thought this morning that I wanted to run by you.”

      “What is it?” Now that he’d mentioned a shower, I was desperate for one. “Make it quick.”

      “Why don’t you step up to the plate and lend Rose a helping hand?” he suggested.

      I frowned, instantly wide awake.

      I doubted he knew where my mind had gone the second he’d said the words “helping hand,” but he didn’t need to. It was most definitely not what he was thinking about.

      Now that I had, though, I felt a problem coming on. Dirty fantasies flew into my brain one after the other, and my cock was taking notice.

      It was hardening rapidly until I heard his voice again. “She’s probably hungover as hell, all alone in her hotel room. It’s her first weekend in town, and she’s a million miles away from home. I’m sure she could use a familiar face.”

      “A familiar face for what?” I asked, struggling to force the remnants of those thoughts from my mind.

      “You know,” he said.

      For a second, I thought maybe I did know. Fuck, if even Shane thought it would be okay for me to—

      “She’d probably appreciate an escort to show her around Sydney,” he said. “She mentioned she hadn’t gotten around to doing much exploring yet. And you’re a local. Locals make for the best guides, don’t you think?”

      I moaned softly. Of course, that was what he was talking about.

      In the meantime, the only reason I didn’t already have my fist wrapped around my dick was because he was still on the phone.

      Even I had standards. Jerking off while my best friend was on the line didn’t exactly turn me on. Rose, on the other hand, obviously did.

      As evidenced by the tent in my sheets, I thought as I lowered my gaze down the length of my body. Not that the tent came as much of a surprise. The throbbing was enough to have alerted me to what was going on down there.

      “Why don’t you take her out?” I snapped, closing my eyes and willing the most unsexy things I could think of to come to mind. Shane’s on the phone. Shane’s on the phone. Shane’s on the phone.

      That did the trick. I breathed out a silent sigh of relief.

      “I’m not going to take her out,” he said. “You don’t pay me enough to give up my Saturday for your intern.”

      “Bullshit.” I laughed, rolling over to get out of bed. If I stayed there until after he hung up the phone, bad things would happen.

      “Come on, man. You already ran out on her the first hour in your office and then left her stranded for the rest of the day.”

      “Yeah, but then I saved her from Rees and put her in a cab, so balance restored,” I argued as I crossed my bedroom to my en-suite bathroom.

      “No, balance is not restored. She came all the way here for an internship with you, and you left her. Then you fed her shots and had to save her from the bartender as a result of having had those shots. No way would she have given him the time of day if she hadn’t been intoxicated. Have you heard his lines?”

      “I have. They’re terrible. How do you know she wouldn’t have given him the time of day? She wasn’t very interested in leaving him when I went to get her.”

      “Simple,” he said. “A girl like her doesn’t fall for lines like his without some social lubrication.”

      My filthy fucking morning brain clung on to the word “lubrication.” I shook my head at myself as I turned on the shower, moving the handle all the way to the cold side. “Maybe.”

      “No, not maybe. Look, it’s hard enough to be in a new city. Now she doesn’t feel well? Have a heart, man.”

      “If she’s not feeling well, that’s her own doing.”

      “You can’t blame her for trying to keep up with us.” He laughed. “She never could’ve known how much Aussies can actually drink.”

      “True.” I brushed my palm against the back of my head. “Maybe I’ll do it. Right now, I need to shower. Later, Shane.”

      I hung up before he could try arguing more about it. Tossing my phone down between the two sinks in my built-in counter, I cracked open the glass door of the shower and climbed in.

      The droplets felt like shards of ice hitting my skin, still warm from having only left the bed a minute ago. Somehow, despite feeling like I was taking part in a polar-bear challenge, my cock took a while to deflate and my heart didn’t immediately slow its pace.

      Slowly but surely, I turned up the temperature and lathered myself with soap. More than a few times, my thoughts slipped back to what her face might look like if I gave her the helping hand I’d had in mind. I considered doing something about the resultant ache every time but never did.

      The woman would be working alongside me every day, in my office, for half a fucking year. If I didn’t get a handle on this, I’d end up jerking off more than I had just after I’d discovered it. That wouldn’t be productive for anyone.

      When I’d eventually calmed myself down, I shut off the shower and got dressed, all the while debating whether I would take Shane’s suggestion. If I was being honest with myself, I wanted to do it. I wanted to show her around my city.

      I loved this place, and I loved showing it off to any visitor. But this was more than that. It was clear as day to me how seriously she took this internship, which meant I’d have to get the fuck over how much I hadn’t wanted her here and get to it.

      She was here now, not only to further her own career but to further mine. Shane told me she had also been told to gather information on the course Oxford wanted to develop on me. If I didn’t want the course to be as filled with bullshit as that goddamn “biography,” I had to play ball.

      I might not care about making more money or about my reputation, but having a business course focused on my company was about more than those things. People could actually learn from me, which was pretty cool. It was about my legacy.

      Eventually, it was that thought that convinced me. Grabbing my wallet and keys, I headed downstairs and heard my mother busy in the kitchen.

      “Hey,” I called as I hit the bottom of the staircase. “Smells good in here. What are you making?”

      “Some dinners for the week,” she replied. “Stuff we can freeze and just pop into the oven when we want it.”

      My mouth watered. There really was nothing like my mother’s cooking. But then I noticed the sunlight filling the main room. It had grown much brighter than it had been when I’d woken up.

      Did it really take me that long to get a fucking grip? Or more accurately, not to take a grip?

      I frowned but wiped my face clean as I walked into the kitchen. Mom was dressed in an orange and yellow skirt and had feathered earrings dangling almost to her shoulders.

      A fond smile spread on my lips and all my other thoughts got shelved. “You’re looking good. Hot date?”

      She rolled her eyes at me, propping a hand on her hip as she arched an eyebrow. “I’m not the one who should be lining up hot dates, darling. You are.”

      “Why not you?” My mother hadn’t dated anyone since my father left us. That’d been when I was three. “It’s about time you get back on the horse.”

      “Says you.” She scoffed. “I don’t need any more men in my life. You and Luke are more than enough for me.”

      “Well, I don’t need any woman other than you,” I said as I whipped two mugs off the shelf. “We’ve talked about this. I’m not settling down again. Chicks be crazy.”

      A dishrag hit my arm and fell harmlessly to the floor. When I met my mother’s gaze, she scowled at me. “Women are not poultry. We’ve talked about that, too.”

      “Sorry, Mom.” I meant it, too. “All I’m saying is that Luke and I are fine.”

      “No, Luke needs a tight-knit family to feel secure,” she repeated the words I’d heard her say hundreds of times. It seemed she thought if she said them enough, I might finally realize she was right. “Besides, I’m getting older. I’m doing what I can for him right now, but I’d love to be able to fall back into a grandmother’s role instead of caregiver.”

      “Mom, I’ve told you—”

      She slashed a hand through the air to cut me off, shaking her head at me. “I’m not complaining, Jude. I love that boy more than anything in the world and I want to be there for him. Until you find a girl who loves him like his mother should, I’ll be here. If that never happens, that’s fine. But I will never stop hoping, and I will never be offended if I have to get back in the grandmother seat.”

      We shared a long look, both sighing when we realized we wouldn’t get any further with this today. Each of us knew how the other felt about this matter. Rehashing it wasn’t going to bring us any closer to resolving it.

      Mom remained a hopeless romantic, while I was determined never to be hopeless or romantic again. A fuck every now and again—though not nearly as often as the world seemed to think—was as far as I wanted to go.

      If something ever happened naturally, I’d give a relationship a go. But seven years had passed since Audrey and I had broken up, and I’d never even gotten close to a relationship with anyone again.

      Either way, Mom and I didn’t see eye to eye on this and that wasn’t changing today. It was better to leave before I upset her.

      I grabbed an apple out of the basket on the counter and took a bite out of it before heading to the door, brushing a kiss to her cheek when I passed her. “I have to go, Mom. Try to get out a bit later, okay? It’s a beautiful day.”

      “Sure is.” She gave me a soft smile. “Have a good day, darling.”

      “You too,” I said, lifting my hand in a wave as I walked out of the kitchen.

      It was time to show my new intern around town. At least that would distract me from the knowledge that, no matter what I did today, it would be breaking another part of my mother’s heart.

      Because come what may, all she wanted me to do when I wasn’t with Luke or working was to fall in love. And that sure as fuck wasn’t on the agenda for my hungover ass today.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          ROSE

        

      

    

    
      Stupid, thy name is Rose.

      I couldn’t believe I’d drank as much as I had at a work gathering. It was absurd. No matter what Jude had said about it not being a work function, the post-party guilt was eating me up inside. Those people should have gotten to know me before I became known as the drunken intern.

      To add insult to injury, I felt like death warmed up this morning. The only upside was that my memory was intact and I was pretty convinced I hadn’t done anything to make a complete ass of myself.

      “If you can remember everything, you were fine,” Anna said over the phone.

      I had showered but I’d gotten back into bed for my weekly phone call with my former roommate.

      My curtains were drawn, but the ambient light in here was still far too much for my fragile head to handle. “I wasn’t fine. I drank tequila. Lots of it. Do you know when the last time I drank tequila was?”

      “I do, in fact.” She giggled, and I could practically see her toying with whatever chunky necklace she had on. “Boat-race party. Three years ago. What an eventful night that was.”

      “Eventful?” I shook my head, then winced at the stab of pain I got as a reward. “If by eventful you mean me ending up on my ass between the prized rose bushes, you’re right. If not, however, just go ahead and call it disastrous.”

      “In that case, did you end up on your ass in any rose bushes last night?” she asked, her accent already seeming more clipped, even though it’d been less than a week since I’d last seen her.

      Already, it felt like it’d been too long. Heaven only knew how much I’d miss her by the time September rolled around and I finally got to see her again.

      “No,” I said, blinking back tears of homesickness—or Oxford-sickness. It had become my home in the years I’d been there, and I was feeling pretty damn lonely on my own on the other side of the world. “No rose bushes were hurt in the making of this embarrassment.”

      “If it was only a Rose’s ego that was hurt, I’m sure it’ll be fine,” she said. “They were all drinking, weren’t they? It’s not like you were the only one and everyone’s going to be talking about your excessive habits.”

      “Maybe not, but they all know each other. Not to mention they all know the boss and he knows them. What’s he going to think about me?”

      “Jude Hudson is a party boy, Rose. I doubt he’d think anything of you letting loose a little. It sounds like he encouraged it even.”

      “He did, but still, it’s embarrassing.” An unexpected knock at my door made me frown and sit up in bed. “There’s someone here. Can I call you back?”

      “That’s okay. It’s my bedtime. We’re in different time zones now, remember?” Her voice sounded as wistful as I felt. “Before you go, who are we?”

      “Anna and Rose,” I said, a lump growing in my throat.

      “That’s right.” Her volume had lowered a bit. “And what are we ready to do?”

      “Take the real world by storm.” The lump got so big it was painful to swallow past it.

      “Exactly. Don’t let those people intimidate you, darling. You will get through this.” She said goodbye after that, leaving me feeling both awful and with a renewed sense of determination.

      Another more insistent knock rang out. All I wanted to do was curl up into the fetal position and wait until I felt better to move, but the person outside wouldn’t quit with the knocking.

      “I’m coming,” I called, running my fingers beneath my lower lashes to get rid of any mascara that may have run while I was on the phone. I’d only put it on to feel better earlier and hadn’t put on any other makeup, but now I worried it would make me look even worse.

      Whatever. It’s got to just be someone on the hotel staff. I didn’t know anyone in the entire country who could be calling on me.

      Opening the door without bothering to check the peephole, I let out an actual audible squeak when I saw who was standing on the other side. “Jude? What are you doing here?”

      My boss looked like a fine snack in another pair of shorts and a loose shirt. His sleeves were rolled up to his elbows, showing off defined forearms and a glimpse of that famous tattoo. Hues of reds, oranges, greens, blues, and grays colored his skin and wound around his arm up to where it disappeared beneath the crisp white fabric.

      Aviator sunglasses that looked similar to the ones I’d seen him wearing in those photographs hung from his top button. A wide-strapped watch adorned his wrist, the metal it was made of glinting in the sun pouring in through the windows at the end of the hall.

      He stepped away from the door, dropping his gaze to give me a onceover before smiling. “Rough morning, huh?”

      My cheeks practically burst into flame when I remembered I’d put on a set of flannel pajamas after my shower. They looked like they belonged to Professor McDonald while Jude looked ready to step onto the cover page of one of those magazines that kept featuring him.

      “You could say that,” I said. “What are you doing here?”

      He chuckled and walked around me, right into the room. Stopping once he was a few paces inside, he looked at me over his shoulder. “You know, last night you actually enjoyed my company.”

      “Last night, I was drunk.” I left the door open and leaned against the wall, waiting to see what he wanted. Hopefully, this wasn’t some kind of home visit. Do they do that with interns?

      My nerves flared, making my stomach flip over. It wasn’t good for the low-grade nausea I’d felt all morning.

      Jude ignored the underthings lying all over the floor with the rest of my wardrobe after my movie montage dressing crisis before I’d gone to work yesterday. Instead of paying any attention to that, he smirked at me. “Indeed, you were drunk. Get dressed. I’m taking you out.”

      “I don’t want to go out.” I crossed my arms, wondering if I could bounce back from something as mortifying as this after what had already happened last night.

      “You’ll thank me later,” he said. “Trust me. I know how to beat a hangover the Aussie way. Give me two hours and I’ll have you fixed right up.”

      I arched an eyebrow, not moving from my perch at the door. “I don’t like surprises. Could you teach me how to beat a hangover another time?”

      He pointed to his chest. “Boss.” Then he pointed at me. “Intern. See how that works?”

      “Yeah, but—”

      He shook his head. “Better get used to it, Oxford. Let’s go. We’re burning daylight.”

      I rolled my eyes, sighing when he still didn’t move. “You’re not going anywhere, are you?”

      “Nope.” He grinned. “Pack a swimsuit.”

      “A swimsuit?” I frowned, lifting my finger to wag it in front of my face like a two-year-old. “No. No, no, no.”

      “The sooner you come with me, the sooner you’ll be back here in your dark quiet hotel room.” The look he gave me told me he knew exactly how much I wanted to crawl back into bed. “So stop putting up a stink, and you can be back under the covers in no time.” With his jaw tightening for some reason, he kept his eyes forward and jerked his head in the direction of the door. “Let’s get going.”

      I tried arguing for another minute, but I literally didn’t have the stomach for it today. The more agitated I got, the more I moved. The more I moved, the more nauseated I got. Vicious cycle.

      “Okay. You win.” I gave him a wide berth as I headed for the bathroom, plucking up a pair of shorts and a tank top lying at the foot of my bed on the way. God, this is embarrassing.

      Instead of climbing back into bed, I should’ve cleaned up the darn room. But no, I just had to leave it looking like a teenage boy lived in here. Somewhere under all the mess.

      I changed quickly, grateful that my new swimsuit was lying on the vanity. I’d bought it just before leaving England but hadn’t had a chance to try it on. Naturally, being the rebel I was, I’d purchased it anyway. Then I tried it on last night after getting back to the hotel. I didn’t know why. It’d just seemed like a good idea at the time.

      Thank you for wanting to feel sexy, drunken Rose.

      Once I was done, I walked out to find Jude standing next to the window. He’d opened the curtains and was staring contemplatively out the window.

      “All ready,” I said, announcing myself before I decided to ogle the beautiful picture he cut standing there in a pool of golden sunshine.

      “Great.” He wiped the thoughtful expression off his features so fast I wondered if it’d been a trick of my tired eyes. “You’re going to love this.”

      “Where are we going?” I asked as I grabbed my purse and followed him out of the room. “I feel like it’s only fair to tell you I’m feeling a touch queasy.”

      “Just a touch?” Another grin. “In that case, we’ll have you all fixed up in no time.”

      I groaned but followed him down to his car. True to what I had expected, it was a flashy, low-strung sports number in bright orange. It was revolting but so fancy.

      “You still haven’t told me where we’re going.”

      The car’s lights flashed, and a beep echoed in the parking lot. He reached for the door, but I beat him to it this time and opened it myself.

      My leather seat was softer than melted butter, and the console held more buttons than a spaceship, but I shut all that out as my cocky boss lowered himself into his seat with much more grace than I’d managed.

      “We’re going to the beach,” he informed me once the wheels were already rolling. The car rocketed out of the space, and my stomach lurched. “You’ll see. It’s the best cure there is.”

      “The beach?” I winced at the thought even as I clutched my unsettled tummy. “I can’t go to the beach today, Jude. It’s too… bright.”

      “You’ll be fine.” He had the long fingers of one hand wrapped around the steering wheel while the others gripped the gear lever. No person had any right looking so sexy when they were just driving, for God’s sake.

      My mouth dried up as I watched him. Internally blaming it on the excessive alcohol, I reached into my purse for a bottle of water I had in there from the plane.

      I swigged from it, despite it having been in there for days, and the morning took yet another turn for the mortifying. My stomach let out a loud grumble. Lucky for me, it happened just as we stopped at a traffic light. The engine only let out a soft purr, and my lovely body’s demands were nice and clear.

      Wanting to do whatever I could to distract him from it, I shot my boss a dark look. “I’m really not in the mood for sun tanning. How about a movie instead? A dark, air-conditioned theater sounds divine.”

      He chuckled, glancing over at me before the light turned green. “We don’t subscribe to that sun tanning shit here. We’re not tanning, Oxford. We’re surfing.”

      My mouth dropped open. “Surfing?”

      “Yep.” Jude’s eyes laughed, but his mouth remained set in a totally serious line.

      “I can’t surf right now. I’m going to hurl any minute and—”

      “Boss. Intern. Remember?” He released the gear lever to pat me on the shoulder. “Trust me. This will fix you right up and then we’ll get something to eat. Sound good?”

      “No, but do I have a choice?”

      “Not really.” He tapped down on the gas, and the car hurtled toward the beach like a damn bullet. “Would you just trust me already? I promise you won’t regret it.”

      Weren’t those famous last words…
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      It was official. The woman didn’t trust me for shit.

      We stood on the beach after renting our boards, side by side as we stared out at the water. I’d bet we looked like a couple in a surfing movie, except for the fact that one of us didn’t surf and we definitely weren’t a couple.

      Our boards were stuck into the sand behind us, but Rose leaned away from hers like she was afraid it would bite her if she got too close. There were people all around, but I’d specifically chosen one of the quieter beaches.

      Quieter, of course, was relative, but at least it wasn’t fucking Bondi. Rose sighed, hands on her hips, and glared at the crystalline water. “Okay, how do we do this?”

      “We’re going to practice on the sand first.” Turning around, I got my board and laid it down, then motioned for her to do the same. “The trick is to know how to go from lying down to standing in one smooth movement.”

      “Smooth movement. Right. That sounds possible today.” She held up a trembling hand, letting it hang in front of my face. “Do you see that? Still think surfing is a good idea?”

      “Yes.” I grinned as I dropped to my knees. “Chop, chop, Oxford. The sooner we start, the sooner you can go home, remember?”

      She muttered something under her breath but then started removing her clothes. The tank top went first, and though there was nothing slow or sensual about the way she yanked it over her head, it was like time slowed down for me.

      I’d guessed at the curves she’d been hiding under that suit yesterday, but nothing I could’ve imagined compared to the reality. A bright red bikini top covered her breasts, but otherwise, she was exposed to me. She was shaped like the most perfect hourglass I’d ever seen, rounded but toned.

      Her skin was so pale it looked like porcelain. Thankfully, I’d had sunscreen in my car and had brought it out with us. I’d hate to see what a day on the water would do to her without it.

      My good intentions about protecting her from the harmful rays out here vanished when she bent over to shimmy out of her shorts. Her breasts bounced ever so slightly as she did, but it was enough to grab my attention.

      When the shorts dropped to the sand and she kicked them toward our pile, she straightened up and planted her hands on her hips again. I had no doubt her eyes were still shooting fire at me, but I didn’t give a flying fuck what her eyes were doing. Not when that delicious triangular patch was so close to me I could almost taste it.

      Her legs were completely smooth, all the way up to where her creamy skin met the bright red fabric of the bikini bottoms. I was willing to bet everything I had she was totally bare beneath them too.

      It looked like she’d been waxed recently. I knew this because Audrey couldn’t spend five minutes on the beach without making comments about other women’s grooming habits. It hadn’t taken me long to learn the subtle differences and how to spot them.

      Rose’s legs were as curvy as her top half, but it was also obvious that she was fit. Faint lines of muscle ran down the sides of her thighs and rippled beneath the skin on her calves when she moved to lie down on her board.

      I’d never been as grateful to be lying down on my stomach as I was in that moment. There would have been no hiding the bulge in my trunks if I’d been standing because there was a definite motherfucking bulge going on down there.

      All my fantasies from earlier came rushing back into my mind but clearer now that I actually knew what her body looked like. I stretched my arms out above my head and buried my head in them to hide my groan, then fought to keep my hips from taking over and fucking a rented surfboard.

      Christ, why does it have to be the intern who turns me on this badly? No, it wasn’t even just that. It had just been too long. I should’ve taken care of it this morning.

      “Now what?” she asked while I silently berated myself for bringing her to the beach. I had even been the one to tell her to pack her swimsuit. And the stupid award of the day goes to…

      I ground my hips against the board for some small measure of relief and pretended it was part of the required movement of lifting my upper body up. “We’re going to paddle out. If there’s a wave we can paddle over, you’ll need to assume this position.”

      Rose rolled her eyes but followed my lead. Only it didn’t help me much because now her tits were sticking out and I knew there had to be pressure on her pussy. Get your head in the fucking game, stupid.

      “Are you okay?” she asked suddenly. “You’re looking a bit distracted. I’m totally fine with not doing this today if you need to bail.”

      “No.” Deep breath. “Nope, sorry, no bailing. You’re shit out of luck on that one.”

      She moaned and collapsed back to the board. “I can’t do this today. Really, Jude. Thanks for trying to help me cure the hangover, but messing around on the beach is not the way to do it. Not for me anyway.”

      As she started to sit up, I realized I was losing her. Boss and intern or not, she was about to tell me to go fuck myself. Which I’d gladly have done given my personal situation, but I hadn’t dragged her out here for no reason.

      “Just give it a try,” I said, then cocked my head as I looked into her eyes. “Or are you afraid you won’t be able to do it?”

      I had a feeling she had a competitive spirit. She was the top student in her program and she’d beat out hundreds of others for the internship. If I was correct in my assumption, she wouldn’t be able to back down from the challenge I’d issued.

      A spark in her eyes told me I’d gotten it spot on. She gritted her teeth and raised her chin. “Let’s get this over with.”

      “That’s the spirit.” I smirked as I got up and glanced down at my watch. “See? I told you to trust me. It’s only been fifteen minutes and you’re already not letting the hangover hold you back.”

      She glared again, remaining on her board. “Is this all we needed to do on the sand? A quasi-yoga move and I’m ready for the water?”

      “Nope, I’m going to show you how to get up now. I’m just grabbing you some sunscreen. Then we’ll really get started.”

      If I’d been a cartoon, I’d have been sitting in a puddle of my own drool by the time she was done. But then I yanked my head out of my ass and taught her.

      “Like this?” she asked when she jumped up for the third time, holding her arms out to her side and rolling her hips.

      “Why are you dancing?” I asked, keeping my eyes very much on hers instead of her gyrating body. Having my hands on her to demonstrate the stance had been hard enough.

      She smirked, shaking her head. “I’m not dancing. I’m balancing. I’ve seen the Surfing in the USA music video. I’ve got this.”

      I couldn’t help it. I laughed. As the hangover melted away, I saw the girl I’d caught glimpses of last night coming out and I liked it. “Yeah, we should just give you a trophy as an honorary surfer. Ready to hit the water?”

      “I think so.” She stepped off the board, picked it up under her arm, and headed toward the ocean. Turning to walk backward, she waggled her brows at me and gave me a cheeky smile. “Are you coming? Or are you afraid you’ll get beaten by a girl?”

      “I’m not afraid of anything.” I grabbed my board and ran at a full sprint until I splashed into the water. Rose followed right behind me, catapulting herself onto her board as well as anyone who’d been doing it all their lives. “How did you know how to do that?”

      “Honorary champ, remember?” she called over the roar of being out in the surf. “Plus, I was watching the other surfers while you were zoning out.”

      “You learned that just by watching?”

      She shrugged, shooting me another smug smile. “I can learn a lot by watching.”

      “Good to know.” Our conversation cut off when the first wave came at us. It wiped Rose off before it’d even broken properly.

      I loved her grit, though. Every time she fell down, she got right back up to try again. I respected that. Our first few attempts at paddling out were disastrous, but once we eventually made it, she smiled widely.

      “Wow. What a rush.”

      “And you haven’t even caught a wave yet,” I said, nodding at an incoming swell. “You want that one? It’s building nicely.”

      We sat behind the breakers, our boards rising and falling with the surf. A light breeze made the surface ripple. Rays of sun glittered where it hit the water, the sky cornflower blue above.

      Rose took it all in before lowering herself back onto her board. “Sure thing. I’m actually looking forward to it now.”

      More falling followed, but so did more shows of her dogged determination. When she finally managed to stand up, I was impressed. She looked pretty damn good up there and she was stronger than I’d given her credit for.

      Powerful legs. Solid build.

      “I did it,” she cheered after I hit the beach on the wave behind the one she’d caught. Her hands went flying into the air, and this time when she gyrated, she really was dancing. “Wooo! I can’t believe I actually did it.”

      She continued jumping up and down, swaying and generally driving me out of my damn mind for another minute or so before beaming at me. “Thank you. I’m sorry about the victory dance. It just happens sometimes.”

      “No problem.” I dragged a hand through my wet hair and noticed hers was plastered back. Her face was open and clear of makeup, a faint pink flush on her cheeks and lips. Yup, fucking beautiful, and she didn’t even know it.

      Or at least, she didn’t act like she did.

      “Let’s go back in,” she said, eagerness shining like a beacon in her eyes. “I’ll race you.”

      Sand splattered out behind her as she dug her turquoise-painted toes in and ran. I took a second to appreciate the sight of her running with a surfboard under her arm, then followed after her.

      We splashed into the waves again and spent the next three hours riding them together. It was only once the sun was high and moving over us that I remembered she’d been hungry before we even got here.

      “Time for food,” I said, planting the board in the sand and using my hands to shake the water out of my hair. “Hunger will catch up to you fast. Surfing is hard enough work as it is, but after last night, you’ll definitely need something solid.”

      “Let’s stay a little while longer,” she said. “Just a few more waves?”

      “You’ll collapse,” I warned. “Take it from me. You don’t want to overdo it on an empty stomach.”

      Sighing wistfully as she looked back at the water with such intense longing that I almost gave in, she nodded. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. It’s ironic that you had to drag me here, and now you have to drag me away.”

      “You can come back anytime. Surfing is pretty much a way of life for most of the people in our office. If you ever want any company, there’ll be plenty of takers.”

      Her lips curled into a smile. “That’s quite the way of life to have.”

      “It sure is.” I grinned and pointed a thumb at my chest. “Aren’t you glad you trusted me this morning?”

      She rolled her eyes but shrugged. “Surfing definitely beats feeling sorry for myself in my hotel room, but all good things must come to an end.”

      “Only to get some food into you for now,” I pointed out. “Besides, it would have stopped being so good if you had to be hospitalized for dehydration. Plus, I hear your boss is an asshole. You wouldn’t want to call in sick on your first Monday.”

      “True.” She ran her fingers through the roots of her hair, unsticking it from her head and giving it a messy look that was a stark contrast to the perfectly put-together girl I’d met. I liked her even better like this. “I’ll just order something for lunch from room service when we get back. I solemnly swear I will not give my asshole boss reason to be an asshole on Monday.”

      “Room service?” I shook my head. “No. I know a place just down this stretch of sand. Come on. It’s full of locals. You’ll love it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          ROSE

        

      

    

    
      Jude and I sat at a picnic table on the beach. The restaurant we went to was a casual pop-up diner on the sand, like a “toes digging into the sand while you dig into your meal” kind of place.

      Talk about perfect.

      It served burgers and fries with iced drinks, and I couldn’t think of a better place to go to cap off what had been a surprisingly fun day. When Jude had showed up on my doorstep this morning, I hadn’t been expecting to like hanging out with him.

      It felt like life in Australia was in Technicolor while the rest of the world lagged behind. I hadn’t seen or experienced all that much of the country yet, but there was something about it I loved.

      Everything seemed brighter here, more full of life. Colors popped. Laughter was infectious. Even the birdsong coming from the tall trees at the edge of the beach seemed more jovial than anywhere else I’d heard it.

      I bit into my hamburger and suppressed a moan. “This is so good.”

      “Right?” Jude flashed me a dazzling grin. “The owner used to be a contestant on one of our cooking shows. Everyone loved him on the show, but once we got to taste his cooking for ourselves, he became an overnight success.”

      “It’s so juicy,” I said after swallowing another bite. Devouring the burger the way I was probably wasn’t very ladylike, but I was starving and this was amazing. “I also don’t think I’ve ever tasted tomatoes that taste so much like a tomato.”

      He chuckled, swallowing a bite of his own down with a sip of ice-cold lemonade. “All the ingredients are locally produced and sourced. It’s farm fresh and organic.”

      I stuck my paper straw between my teeth and took a long drink. “I was today years old before the whole organic craze started making sense to me. This is delicious. I can definitely taste the difference.”

      “I’m not hung up on eating that way, but this place makes me think I should be,” he said. His gaze drifted from mine, and another tight but polite smile touched his lips as he waved at someone.

      “Do you know that person?” I asked, curious since it had happened at least four times in the few minutes that we’d been sitting here.

      He shrugged. “No, but they know me. I’m always in the public eye, so I tend to get recognized a lot.”

      “Doesn’t it bother you?” It would annoy the heck out of me if I kept having to greet people I didn’t know while trying to have a conversation with someone I did.

      Jude shook his head. “I’m used to it. It’s been happening for so long, I think it’d be weird to go out and not have people coming up to me.”

      “Next time, we could put you in a disguise and conduct an experiment,” I suggested, smiling as I took another huge bite of my burger.

      A quiet laugh came out of him. “Sure, we could. What next time are you talking about, though? I thought you’d rather go to a dark, air-conditioned movie theater next time. People can’t recognize me in there.”

      I shot him a look, but I couldn’t help the corners of my lips twitching up. “You want me to say it out loud, don’t you?”

      He batted those long lashes of his innocently, pressing a hand to his bare chest. “Whatever do you mean?”

      “You know what I mean.” I forced my eyes to stay on his instead of wandering back down to his chest or the insanely sculpted body it belonged to. “But I’m not too proud to admit it. I loved surfing. Thank you for bringing me with you. I can’t believe how much of a one-eighty the day made after you showed up.”

      “You looked a little rough when I arrived,” he said, but not in a way that made me feel judged or condescended to. “I’m glad I could help you feel better.”

      “You were right.” I leaned back after finishing my last bite. “That cured my hangover so fast, I’d almost forgotten I woke up with one just this morning.”

      “Exercise,” he said matter-of-factly. “It works every time. If you can make it fun, it’s even better.”

      “You mean jogging doesn’t work as well as surfing?” I pretended to gasp. “Whoever would have guessed it?”

      Jude laughed, and my toes curled just a little into the soft sand beneath them. Every time I heard him laughing, I wanted to jump him. It had to be the sexiest sound I’d ever heard, but I always had been a sucker for a guy with a good laugh.

      “Well, I like jogging, so it works for me,” he said, fixing a solemn expression to his handsome face. “But surfing will always be my first love.”

      I admired the curve of his lips as he smiled at me, wishing I could stop checking him out. But it was hard, especially after being out in the water with him. “I think I’m adopting it as my first love, too. Mind sharing?”

      “Not with you,” he said, an almost secretive edge to his smile suddenly. “I brought you out here for a reason, didn’t I?”

      Our gazes caught, and a tingle ran down my spine as my stomach clenched with lingering desire. Having his hands on my body, even fleetingly, when he was helping on the board and seeing the strength he possessed when I’d watched him surf, it had gotten me a little more than hot under the collar.

      It seemed that was something I would have to get used to, being turned on when I was around Jude. I hated to be part of the stereotype, but with him, I was. Like all the women who apparently came onto him all the time, I wanted him too.

      Rather badly. Especially now that I’d figured out I actually enjoyed his company.

      Something sparked in the green depths of his eyes as we continued looking at each other, and it seemed like he might be biting the back of his lower lip. It was like a spell had been cast on us both, just as it had last night when we’d ended looking into each other’s eyes.

      I felt something pass between us, but I knew it had to be my imagination. No way a guy like that, who could literally choose any girl on this entire continent, would be attracted to his intern.

      The chemistry had to be coming from my side only, but I was still curious about how it’d happened that he’d ended up at my door this morning. “Care to share the reason you brought me out here?”

      “I wanted to show you around,” he said, his voice a touch huskier than it had been before. “Plus, I felt bad for practically daring you to take that first shot. You wouldn’t have felt like shit this morning if you’d stuck to your lemon water.”

      “Yeah, but I probably also wouldn’t have had much fun with my new colleagues then either.” I poked at a piece of ice with my straw. “Don’t get me wrong. I don’t need alcohol to be friendly or to chat with people, but I was feeling a bit intimidated by it all. I think I would’ve taken off if Shane hadn’t come to get me.”

      “Shane came to get you because I told him to.” The fierce look in his eyes said he was telling the truth. “We’re going to be working closely together. I wanted to get to know you.”

      “Is that what today is about, too?”

      He nodded once. “In a way, yes. Contrary to what you might believe, I know you’ve worked hard to get to this point in your studies and I know the internship is a big deal. If we want it to work for both of us, we’re the ones who need to make it work.”

      “You’re right, but I’m surprised to hear you say it.” I’d honestly thought he hadn’t been very keen on having me around.

      Jude flashed me a smirk that practically melted my bikini bottoms. “Get ready for lots of surprises with me. I say what I think. Life is too short for bullshit.”

      “I like that.” I lifted my lemonade and clinked it against his. “If that’s true, I think we’re going to get along just fine.”

      “Good to know.” He wrapped his lips around his straw, and I found myself admiring them yet again before he released it. “So, you said Oxford was your dream. This is your last semester, right?”

      “Yep.” I sighed, turning away from him to watch the surf for a moment. “When this internship is over, so is my degree.”

      “What would you have done if you hadn’t gotten the internship?” he asked, drawing my attention back to him with the genuine curiosity in his tone.

      Seems I’m not the only curious one between us.

      I lifted my shoulders, shaking my head slightly. “I’m not sure. Everyone in the program gets offered mentorship while we’re writing our final reports, but it’s not a requirement. It’s more a way of transitioning us from student life to real life, I think. It helps us gain the experience we need to get a leg up into the industry.”

      His green eyes were clear and understanding. Despite the fact that he still waved at people here and there, I felt like I had his full attention. “What industries are you considering trying to get into?”

      “I’m open to whatever opportunities come knocking for me. I always assumed I’d go back home to the States to be closer to my folks, but I’m not married to the idea. I’ve applied for positions all over.”

      “Have you gotten anything yet?”

      The corners of my mouth tightened, and my stomach flipped. “Nothing. I thought I would, you know? I’ve kept my grades up, I’ve worked hard, and I’ve done internships before, but none of that has mattered so far.”

      “I’m sure something will come up,” he said confidently. “Maybe people are waiting until after you’ve graduated to hire you. Hiring you now and then having to wait six months for you to fill a position that’s already open would bug a lot of people.”

      Surprised again by the sincerity of his words, I realized I’d better heed his advice and get ready for a lot of surprises with him. “I hope you’re right.”

      “I usually am,” he said. Strangely, he stated it as fact rather than sounding like he was bragging. “Would you prefer to go back to the States to be closer to your folks, or is it just what you assumed would happen?”

      “A little bit of both.” I poked at the ice again. “When I left for college, it was never my intention to leave home forever. I keep in touch obviously, but I haven’t seen my parents as much as I would have liked to.”

      “Seven years is a long time to be in a different country than your family,” he said. “Do you still miss them?”

      “Every day.” It was absolutely true, even if I had gotten used to living with the ache of it in my chest. “How about you? Are you close to your family?”

      It hadn’t escaped my notice that his son hadn’t come up once, nor had this apparently awful ex of his. I hadn’t asked because I hadn’t wanted to pry, but he’d opened the door now. All I was doing was stepping through it.

      Jude didn’t react like I expected him to. Instead of telling me to mind my own business or shutting the conversation down, a wide grin spread across his lips. “I’m as close to them as I can be with the amount of hours I work in a day.”

      My eyebrows lifted, but I didn’t tell him that I’d taken him for a typical jerk who hadn’t even thought about his family in years. I kept it light instead. “Well, the hours you work and the hours you surf, right?”

      He laughed again, nodding as he finished his drink. “Fair enough. I don’t get out on the water as often as I used to, but I try to fit in a session at least once a week.”

      “Once a week?” I asked, my brow furrowing. “I thought it’d be more often than that. You’re really good. I’m going to sleep like the dead tonight. I don’t know how there are people who do this every day.”

      My bed sounded so inviting that I yawned, even though it was still afternoon.

      Jude smiled knowingly. “You get used to it. Are you up for another session before sunset, or is that it for you today?”

      “Do I have a choice this time?” I asked, my tone teasing.

      His eyes flashed with humor. “You always had a choice, Oxford. If you’d have told me to go fuck myself, I’d have left you alone.”

      “To go fuck yourself?” I repeated the words, wondering if I ever would’ve had the courage to tell him that.

      Jude, however, seemed to have taken it as an actual question he had to answer. Another smirk curved on his lips and his eyes smoldered at me for a moment. “Well, yeah. I would have left you alone to go fuck myself. It’s not like I’m going to do it in front of you when we’ve only just met. Jeez. What do you take me for?”

      I was so surprised by his answer that I choked on my own sip of lemonade, then laughed even as I sputtered. He came over to smack me on the back, chuckling as he instructed me to breathe.

      “Fuck, remind me not to make jokes around you if I want you to live,” he said once I’d settled down.

      “Sorry, that was just really unexpected.”

      He winked. “I know. That’s half the reason why I said it. I warned you that I said what I thought, didn’t I?”

      “Yeah.” I just hadn’t realized his thoughts were quite so dirty. I never would have imagined his mind would’ve gone to jerking off while he was sitting on the beach with me. “Let’s just say I’ll be more prepared in the future. Joke away. I’ll be fine.”

      “If you say so,” he said, his gaze still light when it landed on mine. “We should probably get going. I know you’ve been dying to crawl back into bed.”

      I nodded, even though all I really wanted to do was to stay with him. We talked more about my studies as he drove me back to the hotel, but he wouldn’t answer any more questions about himself. It seemed he was shifting into business gear, trying to figure out how we would go forward from Monday.

      When he finally parked in front of my hotel, I considered asking him in for a drink. Before I could, though, he turned to face me. “That was fun. Thanks for not slapping me in the face when I showed up unannounced. Enjoy the rest of your weekend, Oxford.”

      “Thanks,” I said, taking the hint that he was done with babysitting duty for today. He probably had big plans for the night that didn’t involve his intern tagging along.

      I sighed quietly, nodding as I opened my door. “I’ll see you on Monday.”

      “See you Monday.” He gave me a friendly wave as I climbed out. Then he leaned over to peer up at me with those glorious, brilliant eyes of his. “Oh, and Oxford?”

      “Yes?”

      “Remember that your boss is an asshole.” He smirked. “Don’t be late.”

      Without another word, he reached for the door handle on the inside and closed it, then sped off like a bat out of hell. Meanwhile, I stood on the sidewalk, watching him drive away and wondering why I wanted him to stay so damn badly.
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          JUDE

        

      

    

    
      Sunday morning was quiet in the Hudson residence. Mom was out to brunch with some of her friends and Luke was still with Audrey.

      It gave me some rare time alone. Well, time alone that I didn’t have to feel guilty about because I could have been spending it with Luke. People always spoke about Mom-guilt, but Dad-guilt was just as fucking real.

      As I sat in an armchair near the window to my balcony, my mind kept drifting back to my day with Rose yesterday. I might have gone over there at Shane’s suggestion, but I’d stayed with her all fucking day because I’d ended up having more fun with her than I’d had in a long time.

      Weirdly enough, that included all my rowdy nights out at the clubs. I hadn’t even gone out last night. I hadn’t had any desire or inclination to, either. It was the first time in months that I’d been home at night when Luke hadn’t been.

      After dropping Rose off, I’d considered calling up Shane or some of my other boys for a night out, but I just hadn’t been in the mood. I’d come home instead, and I’d been in bed before nine. On a Saturday fucking night.

      I didn’t regret it. An early night had actually been exactly what the doctor ordered. Well, an early night and working out some of the pent-up tension after my day with Rose. Three times.

      I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her after I’d dropped her off. In fact, I’d been so close to dragging her out for another activity just so I wouldn’t have to leave her just yet that I was pretty sure I’d racked up a few speeding fines while making my getaway.

      While I didn’t know her well yet, I really liked what I had gotten to see from her so far. She seemed to be the whole package, and it was a package I was afraid I might become obsessed with before the semester was over.

      Every hour I spent with her, I found myself wanting more of her, more time with her. Even just about the entire day yesterday hadn’t been enough.

      Earlier this morning, I’d even thought about calling to invite her out for breakfast. I’d stopped myself, though, because I’d already smashed through the personal-professional boundary twice in so many days I’d known her.

      A soft creak from the front door told me Mom was home. Sure enough, I heard her footsteps padding into the penthouse a second later.

      “Hey, honey,” she said when she spotted me, my fingers wrapped around a giant mug of ice-cold coffee. “What are you daydreaming about?”

      “Daydreaming?” I frowned. “I wasn’t daydreaming. I was thinking.”

      She arched a brow at me, lifting her feet to slide her heels off while giving the windows a pointed look. “No one sits in front of a glass wall staring out at the city so long that their drink goes cold when what they’re thinking about doesn’t constitute daydreaming. So I repeat, what did I catch you daydreaming about?”

      I sighed. “How did you know my drink had gone cold?”

      She rolled her eyes, taking a seat on the couch kitty corner to my armchair. “It’s obvious, dear. I can see from the ring on the inside, the way you’re holding the mug, and the lack of steam. It’s cold. Why are you stalling?”

      “I’m not stalling.” I scoffed, dragging my eyes away from hers and focusing on the blue sky outside again. “It was just a question. You sounded so sure when you said my coffee was cold. I wanted to know how you knew.”

      “I’m observant.” She narrowed her eyes at me, probably thinking I wasn’t watching her out of the corner of my eye. “Are you going to tell me what’s on your mind, or are you going to make me guess?”

      “It’s my new intern,” I admitted. Mom and I didn’t hide stuff from each other, which was another reason our living arrangements at the moment worked.

      But I also wanted to tell her about Rose.

      She frowned at my mention of an intern, though. “You didn’t tell me you’d started an internship program. I thought you said it was too much of a schlep.”

      “It is, but she was sent to us from Oxford. Shane set it all up months ago. He’s been looking for ways to expand our reach into the United Kingdom and came across a call for mentors. It all kind of snowballed from there.”

      “Oxford?” She sat back, looking impressed. “She must be smart. Aren’t all their students smart?”

      “I don’t know about all of them, but she is. She’s about to graduate with her doctorate in business.”

      Mom nodded slowly but then tilted her head to the side. “That’s great, honey. I think it was a really smart move to take her on, but what’s going on with you? Why are you thinking about her on a Sunday morning?”

      “Because she’s also ballsy, forward, funny, and gorgeous.” I watched as shock took hold of my mother’s expression. Her jaw loosened, her eyes opened almost comically wide, and she blinked too many times.

      But then a smile started spreading, and she leaned forward, rubbing her hands together eagerly. “She is, huh? Jude Hudson, why is this the first I’m hearing about this woman?”

      I shook my head. “Calm down, Mom. This is the first you’re hearing about her because it’s the first I’m really thinking about her. I only met her on Friday.”

      Eagerness shone from her eyes as she crossed her jeans-clad legs on the couch and turned her attention fully on me. “Tell me everything. Where is she from? What does she look like? Best of all, what did she do to make you say she’s ballsy? I like the sound of that.”

      “So do I.” That was the fucking problem. I lifted my foot to place my ankle on my knee, then rested my hand on it as I thought about where to begin.

      Since it wasn’t a very long story, I went back to Friday morning and started there. When I was done telling her pretty much everything I knew about Rose, Mom didn’t seem so eager anymore.

      “She’s going to be working directly under you for the six months?” Worry darkened her eyes.

      My brows pulled together. “Yeah. Why? Is that a problem?”

      “It’s not,” she said, taking a deep breath. “You’ll just have to be very careful. Office romances can go south quickly, and when they do, you’ll still be forced to see that person every day. In your case, you’ll be forced to mentor her for the rest of her time here, sharing an office and so on.”

      “I guess you’re right.” I ran my hands through my hair and gripped the ends of it, letting my head fall back against the chair. “I haven’t really thought too much about the possible consequences.”

      “I’d say,” she said quietly. Mom lapsed into silence for a minute after that before clapping her hands together and getting up. “But you have good instincts, Jude. I’m your mom, and I’m supposed to give you advice, but you should trust your gut. What does it tell you about this Rose?”

      What was my gut saying about Rose?

      I want her. And not just her body, either.

      I’d known I wanted to fuck since the first minute I’d laid eyes on her, but I never would have guessed that I might end up wanting more than just a good time from her. The realization was hard to swallow, but the truth was undeniable.

      “Well, let me leave you to keep daydreaming now that you’ve figured out what your gut says.” She smiled but didn’t ask what conclusion I’d come to. I supposed she already knew. Well, hopefully not about the fucking part of what I wanted.

      “Audrey’s late dropping Luke off again,” she pointed out before she left the room with her heels in her hand. “I’ll rustle up something for lunch that we can heat up for him when he gets home. I’m pretty sure he’ll be hungry when she drops him off again.”

      I lifted my wrist to check my watch, frustration bubbling up when I saw my mother was right. Audrey was supposed to have dropped our son off half an hour ago, but of course, there was no sign of them.

      As it tended to do, thinking about Audrey pulled my attention away from any possible good that might be going on in my life. In this case, it was Rose she was distracting me from.

      Another hour passed and Audrey was still a no-show. While I waited, I got more and more frustrated. Eventually, I got up and started pacing up and down the living room.

      When there was finally a knock at the door, I was there in a flash. Before I opened it, though, I dragged in several calming breaths. I didn’t want to get into it with Audrey in front of Luke, which meant I had to take a second to get my shit together.

      I shouldn’t have worried about losing it in front of him. As soon as I opened the door, he brushed past me and immediately headed to his bedroom without so much as a hello.

      I crossed my arms and glowered down at Audrey, who had her eyes glued to her phone screen. “What did you guys do this weekend?”

      She shrugged. “It was fine. He watched a bunch of movies and got his homework done.”

      “That’s it?” My brows swept up.

      Audrey looked away from her phone to scowl at me. “What do you mean, that’s it?”

      “You told him you had plans for him this weekend,” I whispered furiously, not wanting him to overhear me if he decided against staying in his room. “He was looking forward to it all week. You even told him you’d take him to see a game.”

      “Stuff came up.” She rolled her eyes at me like I was the one being unreasonable. “I can’t pull out all the stops every weekend, Jude. I have a life outside of this, you know?”

      My head nearly exploded. I couldn’t believe I’d ever had any sort of a soft spot for this woman.

      “He’s your son and you only see him four to six days out of the whole fucking month, Audrey. You can’t get your shit together to try to make him feel like you miss him for two weekends a month?”

      She just rolled her eyes again. “I’m so glad we’re not together anymore.”

      “Likewise.” I slammed the door shut in her face and took the stairs two at a time to check on Luke.

      His bedroom door was closed but not latched all the way. As I rapped my knuckles against it, it swung open. “Hey, Luke. Can I come in?”

      “Okay,” he called, his voice flat.

      I pushed the door all the way open to see him lying on his back on his bed. He was staring at the ceiling with his pillow hugged to his chest and his eyes glistening.

      “Hey, you.” Moving farther into the room, I took a seat at the foot of his bed and gently laid my hand on his shin. “Are you okay?”

      I knew he wasn’t, but I also knew I needed to let him communicate to me how he was feeling instead of making assumptions. It had been in some new-age parenting book Mom had made me read, but I was glad I had. So far, the advice had served me well.

      “What happened, buddy?” I asked when he didn’t say anything. “You seem upset.”

      Of course, he was. His mother had put him on the backburner yet again.

      It sucked. Hell, I was upset about it, too, and I hadn’t even been the one looking forward to everything she’d claimed to have planned.

      “We didn’t go to the game,” he said, still not looking at me. “Or to the museum.”

      “Yeah, I heard.” I squeezed his leg, then put my knee on his bed and lifted myself up so I could lean over to plant a kiss on top of his head. “I’m sorry, buddy. How about I make it up to you?”

      He let out a heavy sigh but nodded just as a tear snuck out of the corner of his eye. As always, it broke my heart to see him like this.

      If I’d thought it would help, I’d have gone to court right then and fucking there to get an order saying Audrey couldn’t see him again. The problem was that by the time their next visit rolled around, Luke would’ve forgiven her and would be excited to see her again.

      And around and around we go.

      “Just give me a few days to make something happen, okay, buddy?” I said, because I really didn’t know how else I could make it better. “I love you, Luke. Always remember that, okay?”

      He nodded. “Love you too, Dad. Do you think I can be alone for a little while?”

      “Sure.” I fucking hated it, but I’d always try to give him what he needed. Even when it wasn’t what I needed.

      What I needed every time this happened was an enormous hug, even if I’d never fucking admit it to anyone. Yeah, I’m just living the fucking dream, aren’t I?
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          ROSE

        

      

    

    
      When I got to the office on Monday morning, there was a definite pep in my step. I was going to start this week out right, and I had the takeout baked goods in my hand to make sure it happened.

      Since these people had the best coffee machines in the world right here in their offices, I figured it would be silly to bring coffee. But I’d wanted to bring something, so I’d gone with freshly baked pastries.

      Can’t go wrong with that.

      As I looked up at the glass monstrosity that was now my office, I smiled. I probably looked like a crazy person just standing out there on the sidewalk smiling at a damn skyscraper, but I wanted to take a moment to appreciate what was about to happen.

      Or at least, what I hoped was about to happen. This felt like the start of my biggest adventure yet, and I wanted to take it all in.

      On Friday morning after meeting Jude, I hadn’t been at all sure how this was going to go. I might have checked out prices for a return ticket while I’d been in the bathroom just so I’d know, but the weekend had changed all that.

      For the first time since I’d gotten here, I got the sense that this might just be the best six months of my life. It was in my hands, and I was planning on making it happen.

      Greeting people and waving at those who looked familiar, I made my way across the lobby to the elevator. I met a lovely girl named Gabby who worked for a company on the twentieth floor. Once she stepped out, I whistled softly as it carried me all the way to the top.

      Jude was already in his office when I got there, even though I was an hour early. He looked as gorgeous as ever in another white button-down shirt, charcoal slacks, and his hair combed back, except for one dark lock that hung across his high forehead.

      I stepped inside with much more confidence than I had last week, holding up the paper bag with a smile forming on my lips. “Good morning, boss. Told you I wouldn’t be late. How was the rest of your weekend?”

      When his gaze snapped away from his laptop screen and landed on mine, his eyes narrowed and I realized instantly this was not the Jude I’d surfed with. This wasn’t even the obnoxious prick I’d met when I’d been in his office for the first time.

      Even that guy had had a light in his eyes. The man I was looking at now did not. He was in such a mood I could practically taste the bitter waves coming off him.

      “You’re not here to chat, are you?” he asked, his tone acidic as he moved his eyes back to his screen. “If you are, feel free to leave.”

      I paused, uncertain about how to handle the situation. “Just being friendly, but you know I’m here to work. What can I do?”

      He flicked a hand at the conference table on the other side of his office. A workstation had been set up at one end of it, presumably for me. “The password for the computer is HudsonTechGuest. One word. You should change it now that it’s going to be yours for the time being.”

      “Sure.” I took a deep breath, still eyeing my incredibly sexy boss. “Did I do something wrong?”

      “What?” He barely glanced at me, annoyance flickering in his eyes. “I don’t have time for this. Just get to work, would you?”

      “I would if I knew what work you wanted me to do. So far, all you’ve told me to do is to change my password.”

      Correction: incredibly sexy but also annoying and dismissive boss.

      Jude shoved a hand into his hair, exhaling loudly through his nostrils. “Once your password is changed, log into your emails. Shane shared our policy folder with you. Work through it. Let him know if you have any questions.”

      My eyebrows rose. “Let him know? Why can’t I discuss my questions with you, my mentor?”

      As I asked, I moved to the workstation and set down my purse and the treats I wouldn’t be sharing with him any longer. Jude scowled at his computer and screwed his eyes shut.

      “Do you ever shut up? How are we supposed to get any work done if you keep talking?”

      I glared at him, my hands on my hips. “How are you supposed to mentor me if I’m not allowed to talk to you?”

      “I didn’t sign up for this, okay?” he said curtly. “We’ll figure it out, but in the meantime, could you please just keep it the fuck down?”

      I rolled my lips into my mouth and bit down to keep from letting a snide retort slip out. Something was going on with him. I remembered Shane saying Jude was dealing with more than I knew, and I understood that, but I wouldn’t stand for him taking it out on me.

      “No, I won’t keep it the fuck down until I know what’s going on here,” I said, crossing the office again and not stopping until I stood in front of his desk with my arms folded. “For all intents and purposes, today is my first day. As far as I was concerned, we left things on a perfectly pleasant foot on Saturday and now this? You won’t even discuss your own policies with me?”

      Jude’s chest expanded as he dragged in a deep breath. The sudden tension in the room was thick as he slowly slid his eyes away from his screen and brought them up to meet mine.

      He practically seethed. “Leave. I’m not in the mood for this.”

      I planted my feet and lifted my chin. “Neither am I, but I’m also not in the mood for you to treat me like garbage when we’re in the office and like a long-lost friend when it’s the weekend. I don’t vibe with that.”

      He arched an eyebrow, drawing his head back. “Vibe with that?”

      “It means—”

      “I know what it means,” he said sharply. “I’m just not sure what you’re not vibing with. Surely, you can’t mean that you don’t vibe with being asked to work in your workplace.”

      “That’s not what I mean and you know it,” I said firmly, locking eyes with him and trying to find something—anything—in his that would give me a hint about what had brought on this sudden attitude from him. “I’m here to work, and I want to work. But I’m also here to be mentored, not shunted around and not snapped at.”

      Jude gave me a long look before slowly lifting himself out of his chair. The whole situation was so tense and the way he looked at me was so fiery that it would have been hot if it wasn’t so annoying. 

      He strode around the desk, then mirrored my posture by crossing his arms as well. Since he was almost a foot taller than me, I had to tip my head back to keep my eyes on his. It wasn’t ideal, but I also refused to look away first.

      This really seems to have become a thing between us at record-breaking speed.

      Even when he sat with the edge of his butt on his desk as we glared at each other, I still had to dip my head back slightly. “You have no right to treat me that way, Jude. If you have a problem with me, tell me what it is. We’ll work it out. But don’t just treat me like some annoying thing that’s attached itself to you.”

      My chest was heaving now. He glanced down at it, and I could’ve sworn I saw a flash of heat in his eyes before he pointed at the door. “The last thing I need is yet another person giving me shit. If you don’t like my mentoring style, get the fuck out. It’s that simple.”

      “I’m not giving you shit. I’m asking you to treat me professionally when we’re at work.”

      That same something I’d seen a few times now sparked in his eyes as he straightened up. The movement put him right in front of me, so close that our crossed arms now brushed against the other’s with each angry breath we took.

      “What about when we’re not at work?” he asked, but it sounded like he was issuing a challenge. “How do you want me to treat you then?”

      Oh. My. God. Could he be implying what I think he is?

      Things certainly felt like they were heating up between us as we continued yet another stare-down. I’d thought the chemistry I’d felt before was just coming from me, but it sure as hell didn’t feel that way right now.

      Especially not when he glanced down at my lips and tugged his bottom one between his teeth. My nipples hardened and my breathing sped up even more. “How do you want to treat me when we’re not at work?”

      Jude’s eyes came back to mine, a smirk tugging at the corners of his lips as he shook his head. “I believe you’re the one bickering with me about how you’d like to be treated.”

      He took half a step forward, bringing us chest to chest. I had to tip my head even farther back to see his face, but I could also smell him again. Another wave of desire crashed into me. What is that smell? Spicy but aquatic. Fresh but nuanced.

      “So tell me, Rose, if you don’t like the way I’ve treated you, how would you like to be treated?” His voice was low, his breath ghosting across my skin as his gaze held mine captive.

      “I, uh—” My throat was suddenly dry. I licked my lips out of habit, and he let out the softest groan when he saw it. “Saturday was nice.”

      “It was,” he agreed as I found my feet inching forward.

      The air between us suddenly seemed to contain no oxygen. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think when I saw him glancing at my lips again.

      Unless I was very much mistaken, he was giving me the look, the one a guy gave a girl when he was about to kiss her. Seeing it on his face made my heart flutter and my lips tremble.

      Jude seemed to try to look back up, but it was like he couldn’t stop himself from looking at my mouth. And that was the look.

      The eyes to mouth, mouth to eyes, and back again dance that betrayed exactly what he was thinking about doing. I should have put a stop to it. I should have taken a step back or taken a breath or gone to make coffee or something.

      But I didn’t.

      I couldn’t.

      As Jude’s head lowered, I pushed up on my toes as if there was some invisible force pulling us together. His one hand landed on my hip while the other came up to cup my jaw, his long fingers resting at the nape of my neck.

      A whimper came out of me, but I didn’t even care if it sounded pathetically needy. He sucked in a sharp breath in response. Both of us stopped when our lips were only a fraction of an inch apart.

      For the quickest beat, I thought he was going to pull away. But then we surged forward at the same time, and those delicious lips of his fused with mine.

      Jude didn’t kiss like any other guy I’d kissed before. He kissed with such passion, such fervent purpose, that it knocked the breath out of my lungs.

      Because holy shit. How am I ever going to be satisfied with any other kiss ever again?
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          JUDE

        

      

    

    
      What the hell was that?

      My mind reeled as our lips parted. What a fucking kiss.

      There was no way I was done with it, so I moved toward Rose again. I was so consumed with the thought of kissing her, maybe even taking it further right here, right now, that I didn’t notice her backing up at first.

      But she did.

      Confusion smacked me in the gut as I reached for her again, but she shook her head. Her eyes were dark and filled with as many questions as were swirling around in my own head.

      “That can’t happen,” she whispered.

      I frowned, not quite getting how we’d gone from so hot for each other that we couldn’t keep our hands—or lips—to ourselves anymore, to this. “Then why did it?”

      I searched her eyes, wondering if she had the answer to my question floating around between the questions of her own. As if we had no say in the matter, we gravitated toward one another again.

      Our lips hovered so close together that I could practically taste her, but then she spun around and rushed out of my office.

      What the fuck?

      I stared after her, blinking like a confused drunk guy who’d suddenly found himself in a police cell.

      My head swam.

      How could one kiss have had this effect on me? It felt like it had actual power over me while I had absolutely no power to stop it. I’d kissed a hell of a lot of women, and not one of them had left me feeling like this before.

      She had to have felt it, too. In fact, I knew she had. It had been right there in the way she’d kissed me, the way she’d looped her arms around my neck and held on to me like she didn’t plan on ever letting me go.

      That had been more than a quick kiss. It had felt like the release of pent-up desperation that had been building for months instead of days.

      Whatever reason she had for stopping it, I was going to find out, and once I did, I would change her mind. There was no way it wasn’t happening again, regardless of the fact that she thought it couldn’t.

      Maybe if she’d read the company policies like I suggested, she’d know we have no rules against fraternization. Only rules about how it’s handled.

      On the other hand, I wouldn’t have read the policies either if someone had ordered me to do it like I’d done to her. I sighed and scrubbed my hands over my face. Yeah, I fucked up.

      It wasn’t her fault I was frustrated by my ex and devastated for my son. If I had any hope of sorting this out with her, it had to happen fast, before she convinced herself of the truth of whatever it was she was thinking about me and about that kiss.

      I was already halfway to the door to chase after her when my phone started ringing. There was no one in the world it was more important for me to speak to right now than Roselyn, though. Everyone else could wait. 

      At least, that was what I thought until I saw the caller ID on my screen. Luke’s school never called me.

      My heart slammed into overdrive as I slid my finger across the bar and jammed the device against my ear. “This is Jude.”

      “Mr. Hudson,” a polite female voice greeted me. “I’m sorry to bother you at work. This is Alicia Sharp calling from Spring Academy. Your son is fine, but there has been an incident on the playground. We need you to come in.”

      “Immediately?” I asked, patting my pocket to feel for my car key as I bolted toward the door.

      “Yes, sir. If it’s at all possible.”

      “I’ll be right there.” As soon as I hung up, I fired off a text to Shane, telling him he was in charge. I didn’t explain why. There would be time for that later.

      A fleeting thought to my situation with Rose ran through my mind, but I’d have to deal with her later, too. It wasn’t ideal, but it was what it was.

      If she couldn’t understand why I hadn’t come after her immediately once I explained, she wasn’t who I thought she was anyway. Besides, it wasn’t like I would put a conversation with someone I’d known all of four days ahead of my son.

      Spring Academy was only about a ten-minute drive from my office, but I did it in half that time. My tires screeched as I sped into the elementary school parking lot, but I slowed down once I was on their grounds.

      A well-dressed lady stood outside the front doors waiting for me. She smiled when she saw me practically running up to me. “Mr. Hudson, thank you so much for coming.”

      “Where is my son?” I demanded, heart hammering and trying to do its best to climb out of my throat. “Is he okay? What kind of incident?”

      “He’s fine,” she said reassuringly, motioning for me to follow her. “He’s with the principal. I’m Alicia, his assistant. We spoke on the phone.”

      “Yep. Okay.” I knew I was being rude, but I couldn’t think straight. This day had already been way too fucking long, and it wasn’t even nine in the goddamn morning.

      I sprinted down the hallway to the principal’s office, my shoes slapping against the polished floors as I went. Alicia got left behind, but I was pretty sure she knew her way to her own office.

      When I reached the hardwood door at the end of the hall, I knocked and entered at the same time. My gaze flew wildly around the enormous office until it landed on Luke’s. I cataloged every inch of his face, checking him for any sign of injury as I closed the distance between us in three long strides.

      “Luke, what happened?” I asked, sinking to my knees in front of him. He was seated in a chair opposite the principal’s desk, but I ignored the other man for now. “Are you okay, buddy?”

      Watery green eyes met mine, but his lips didn’t quiver, and his voice was steady. “I’m okay, Dad. They shouldn’t have called you.”

      Mr. Martin cleared his throat. “Actually, had we been made aware of the situation earlier, we would have called you in earlier. We have a strict, zero-tolerance policy toward bullying in this school.”

      My blood ran cold. “Bullying?”

      I rose slowly out of my crouch, turning to face the principal but positioning my body so it blocked Luke. “What exactly are you suggesting, Martin?”

      The older man pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’m not suggesting anything, Mr. Hudson. I’m simply telling it like it is. It seems Luke has been having a problem with one of the older boys.”

      Everything in me froze. I had to intentionally give the command to my throat to swallow the last spit that had been in my mouth before it dried up.

      “Luke’s being bullied?” My voice came out hoarse. “How the fuck did I not know about this?”

      The principal sighed, shaking his head at me. “We didn’t know either. I can assure you—”

      “I don’t want any assurances. Tell me what’s going on.” I drew myself up to my full height and glowered down at the man, arching an eyebrow expectantly. “What happened on the playground this morning?”

      “There was an incident involving your son and another boy. We’re still waiting for his parents, but we will speak to them today.”

      “What incident?” I gritted out, my fingers curling into my fists. “Did he hurt you?”

      I twisted at the waist to aim my question at Luke. He shook his head, but I remained on edge at the resigned pinch of his features.

      “There was no physical altercation, Mr. Hudson,” the principal replied as I turned back to him. “My understanding is that there was shoving and words were exchanged, but a staff member intervened before things got ugly.”

      “Before things got ugly?” My eyebrows drew together as I folded my arms, dragging in a deep breath before I knocked him the fuck out. “Just because things didn’t get physical doesn’t mean they didn’t get ugly. My son and I are leaving now. Talk to me once you’ve seen the boy’s parents and have decided on an appropriate disciplinary course of action.”

      Without waiting for the man to reply, I held my hand out to Luke and motioned for him to come with me. Once he was up and next to me, I marched out of the office before I did something I would regret. My self-control was one light tug away from snapping, and that couldn’t happen.

      While I was fuming about this, I’d read enough articles on child rearing and bullying to know turning into the Hulk wasn’t the right way to handle it. I had to be the mature one. As in all situations, Audrey sure as fuck wasn’t going to be.

      I suppressed a groan when I realized I would have to call her now. Just what the day needed to be fucking perfect. A conversation with my ex.

      Fuck my life.

      “Are you going to tell Mommy about this?” Luke asked when we reached the parking lot, his voice quiet and hesitant.

      I sighed, unlocking the car and nodding as I walked around it. “I have to, bud. She’ll want to know what’s going on.”

      He paused at his door, opening it but not getting in. “Do you really have to?”

      I frowned, tilting my head when I saw the blatant worry darkening his eyes. Pulling myself out of the crouch I’d already been in to drop into the driver’s seat, I rounded the car and placed my hand on his shoulder.

      “Do you not want me to?” I asked, keeping my tone as gentle as the firestorm of rage burning up my insides would allow. I wouldn’t make the same mistake twice in one day by taking it out on the wrong person, especially not when this person was my son.

      He bit his lip, his gaze hitting the pavement as he shook his head.

      My frown deepened. “Why not? She loves you. I’m sure she’ll want to know you’re okay.”

      It was utter bullshit. Chances were, she wouldn’t ask a question about him and would spend the call ripping me a new one for disturbing whatever nothing she was doing today. But I’d handle her.

      Luke shrugged, but when he looked up at me again, his gaze was so imploring that I caved. Caved like a fucking sinkhole.

      “How about you and I keep this between us for now?” I suggested, giving his shoulder a gentle squeeze. If he wasn’t ready to tell Audrey what had happened, I wouldn’t force him to do it. Not today.

      There weren’t many people who knew it, but I was a complete pushover when it came to my son. Plus, he’d already been bullied once today. I wouldn’t be responsible for it happening again.

      His expression brightened like he’d had a ten-ton weight lifted off his chest, and he gave me a small smile. “Could we really do that?”

      “Yeah, buddy.” I ruffled his hair before nodding toward the car. “We’ll keep it between the two of us, but just for now, okay?”

      “Okay.” His smile widened before he finally got into the car, but I saw it dropping when I glanced at him through the windscreen when I walked around to my side. He was relieved I wasn’t going to tell Audrey, but he obviously wasn’t okay.

      My heart cracked. Fuck, how I wish that bully would have come at me instead.

      If I could protect him from every stab of pain he’d ever feel by taking it into myself, I’d have done it in a second.

      But I couldn’t.

      All I could do was try guiding him through it and hope it was enough. Okay, and maybe I’ll also pull some strings at the school, but he doesn’t need to know that.

      I didn’t need my mother berating me to know interfering behind the scenes was wrong. But fuck. Could I really just leave it alone?

      It was a debate I would have to continue having with myself another time, though. Right now, Luke needed my attention.

      “Is this the first time this has happened, buddy?” I asked as I backed out of the parking spot.

      He’d turned his back on me as soon as he’d gotten in and was staring out the window. He kept doing it, not making a move to so much as glance at me. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      Fuck. What now? If I pushed him, I’d feel like I was bullying him too. If I didn’t, I’d feel like I hadn’t done a thing to help him.

      “Are you sure? Maybe I can help.”

      He sighed softly. “You can’t. I’ll be fine, Dad. Let’s just go home.”

      Double fuck. I would have to get to the bottom of this sooner rather than later. I refused to let someone else’s kid ruin my son’s school experience.

      But for right this minute, Luke didn’t need me to rage or scream or threaten the school. He needed me to be silent but present. I could do that. For him, I could be that person.
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          ROSE

        

      

    

    
      Fresh air and ocean breezes seemed to be the norm around downtown Sydney. Even as cars and cabs rushed past me in the morning rush-hour traffic and commuters filled the streets, I still didn’t feel like I couldn’t breathe for all the pollution.

      “I’ve been looking at pictures of Australia online, honey,” my mother gushed into the phone. “Is it as beautiful there as it looks? I’d bet it is. Are the people nice? Have you made any friends?”

      I laughed, feeling some of the tension I’d been carrying around since the kiss melting away at the sound of my mom’s voice. “It’s more beautiful than it looks, but I’ve told you that already. I wish you could see it.”

      It was still early, but it was shaping up to be another bright, sunshine-y day. I was starting to wonder if they ever had it any other way here. I’d been told the weather would be changing and it would start feeling like autumn any day now, but so far, there was nothing but blue skies and sunshine.

      I loved it.

      “I would’ve given my left pinkie toe to experience it with you,” she said wistfully but quickly cheered up again. “How about the people? You haven’t told me much about them.”

      I chuckled. “Why your left pinkie toe? The people are nice. Most of them, anyway.”

      I was yet to see what awaited me at the office today. Would it be Saturday Jude or Monday Jude? I would be okay with it not being Saturday Jude, but I sure as heck hoped Tuesday Jude was better than Monday Jude.

      Even if I hadn’t seen him around the office again at all for the rest of the day, I wasn’t looking forward to another encounter with him after the way he’d been for the short amount of time we’d spent together in his office. Not with him being either the jerk-face or the smoldering, irresistible medal-winning kisser.

      “What does that mean?” my father’s voice chimed in. I’d conferenced them both into the call when I’d left my hotel. The walk to the office wasn’t long enough to allow for two separate calls. Besides, I felt closer to them this way. “Most people? Why not all of them? Is someone being mean to my baby?”

      A fond smile lifted the corners of my lips. “No, Daddy. I’m fine, I promise. I just meant that everyone at work has been very nice to me, but some are taking more time to warm up to the intern than others.”

      Or at least, some were giving said intern emotional whiplash between playing it icy cold one minute and being on fire with her the next. But Dad definitely didn’t need to find out about that.

      “I’m sure they just need to get to know you,” Mom said. “They’ll love you once they do. How was your weekend? We didn’t hear from you.”

      “It was busy. I’m sorry I didn’t call.” I stopped at an intersection and waited for the pedestrian light to turn green. “I had a work thing on Friday night, and a new friend I met at the office took me surfing on Saturday. I spent Sunday catching up on sleep, walking around the city a little bit, and looking into some more options for after graduation.”

      “Well, one thing you can definitely do after you have that fancy degree in your hand is teach your old man how to surf,” Dad joked. “Maybe I can work off some of the beer belly I’ve grown since you’ve been away.”

      “But you’ve been working so hard at growing it,” Mom teased, and I looked like a lunatic by smiling so wide that I attracted a few questioning glances from those walking past me.

      I loved my parents so damn much. Hearing their banter was like a balm to my soul, especially on days like today.

      Despite how eager I’d been to get this internship and to start working, I was starting to wonder if coming here had been a giant mistake. It didn’t really matter since I was here now and I wasn’t giving up or walking away, but surely, I could’ve found a more dedicated and less confusing mentor in London.

      As I turned the last corner to Jude’s building, I frowned when I saw him waiting at the front doors. He looked like a god standing there with the sunlight glinting off his dark hair, sunglasses covering those mesmerizing eyes, and wearing a button-down shirt with his sleeves rolled up to his elbows again.

      For just one moment, I let my eyes linger on his lips. I was far enough away that he wouldn’t catch me doing it, and I was wearing sunglasses of my own anyway.

      Holy freaking moly. I’ve kissed those lips.

      A shiver ran through me at the memory.

      I’ve had my mouth on that mouth, and it kissed me back. It had been the single hottest moment of my life and neither of us had even removed a single item of clothing. Sad but true.

      What was sadder was that it couldn’t happen again.

      Jude grinned when he spotted me weaving my way through the crowd toward him, holding up one of the two coffees in his hands.

      “Rosie, honey? Are you still there?” Mom’s voice reminded me I was still on the call. “Rosie? Bob, have we lost the connection?”

      “No, Mom. I’m here. I’m just about at work, though, so I’m going to have to go. I’ll talk to you soon, okay?”

      “Okay, darling,” she replied. “We love you.”

      “Love you, too,” I said, hanging up and sliding my phone into my pocket just as I came to a stop in front of Jude.

      If he’d heard me, he pretended he hadn’t. Instead, he handed over one of the coffees and, once his hand was free, pulled his sunglasses off his handsome face.

      “Good morning, Roselyn,” he said, using my full name for some reason. “Shane said you liked coffee.”

      “Thank you.” I took it and hoped he didn’t see the slight tremble of my fingers when I lifted my hand. Nerves had been eating me up inside since that kiss, but now that I was around him again, it was ten times worse.

      Why did I lose control like I that? I should never have kissed him. Talk about unprofessional.

      What would Professor McDonald say if he ever found out I’d kissed my mentor right smack in the middle of the office? I’d lose the internship, for sure.

      A fresh bout of anxiety hit and my hand suddenly shook so badly I was afraid I would drop the cup. To try to cover it, I wrapped both hands around the cardboard and tried to keep it steady.

      “I wanted to apologize,” Jude said, making me almost drop the cup again but for an entirely different reason.

      I looked up at him, narrowing my eyes in suspicion. “You don’t strike me as the apologetic type.”

      “I’m not.” He shrugged. “But yesterday wasn’t fair to you and I’m sorry. From here on out, let’s keep things professional.”

      What? I cleared my throat, nodding my head in an attempt to clear the sudden fog from it. “Sure. Yes. Let’s do that.”

      This is what you want, Rose.

      All day yesterday and all of this morning, all I’d been able to think about was how much of a disaster that kiss could be to my career. It wasn’t that it hadn’t been a good kiss. It had. It had been a great kiss. The best kiss I’d ever gotten, even.

      But it had been with someone who was off-limits to me. So why am I suddenly feeling so acutely disappointed that I can barely breathe?

      In my heart of hearts, I knew the answer to that question. It was because now that he’d said it, the mystery was gone and so was the chance of another heated make-out session. There was a nagging feeling so deep inside me that it felt like it was coming from my soul that I was missing out on something truly magical.

      But what the hell, right? That couldn’t be true.

      Jude Hudson was a party boy extraordinaire, the country’s favorite player. The only thing magical about being with him probably—I hoped so for his sake anyway—would have been his cock. And that wasn’t worth risking everything I’d worked for.

      Never in a million fucking years.

      Jude yanked me out of my thoughts by giving me a playful bump with his shoulder. “Earth to Rose. I’m being serious. I’m going to be a better mentor to you, okay?”

      “Okay,” I said, not fully convinced.

      He must’ve heard my lack of conviction because he smirked and arched an eyebrow. “You don’t believe I can be a good mentor, do you?”

      “Well,” I said as we pushed our way in past the revolving glass doors, “considering that I didn’t drown or otherwise injure myself surfing, I know you can be a good teacher. I’m just not sure you have it in you to do it for entire days at a time.”

      He stopped moving, amusement flashing in his eyes when I turned to frown at him. “You don’t think I have it in me to be a mentor for an entire day at a time, huh? I’ve personally mentored just about every programmer in this company. It might not have been a formal thing, but it happened. I’m a fantastic mentor.”

      “Oh yeah?” I raised my chin ever so slightly, making sure to look directly into those emerald eyes that would never not make me melt a little inside. “Prove it.”

      “I will.” He grinned and lifted his hands to rub his palms together with the arm of his sunglasses stuck between his teeth. “Get ready to eat your hat because I’ve got this one in the bag.”

      Surprisingly, it turned out that he did have it in the bag. When he wasn’t intent on ditching me, dissing me, or kissing me, Jude made for one hell of a mentor.

      “First things first, we’ll need to go over our daily schedule,” he said, ignoring all the looks he got from people on the elevator with us and giving his full attention to me. “From now on, I want you on me like glitter on a stripper.”

      My brow lifted. “That’s not a very professional analogy.”

      The bastard actually winked at me, the corners of his mouth twitching. “It is when you work for me. Our corporate culture isn’t stuck up. We’re in tech, not finance.”

      A couple of people in the elevator snorted or cleared their throats, but Jude didn’t seem bothered he might have offended anyone. He simply smiled and waved hi before turning back to me. “Where I go, you go. Got it?”

      “Yes.” My pulse was starting to spike. As attracted as I was to this man, the way he was being now was what I’d hoped for in a mentor. Maybe this wasn’t a giant mistake, after all.

      “Good.” A low ding sounded on the last floor before ours, and everyone but us got off. Just like that, I was alone with him again.

      When my heart kicked into a higher gear and Jude’s eyes snagged on mine, I could practically feel the tension vibrating in the air between us. His nostrils flared and his pupils dilated, but then he swallowed and slid his gaze up to the luminescent blue letters above the door.

      With the moment broken, his smirk came back and I seriously wondered if I’d just imagined the whole thing. Jude didn’t skip a beat.

      “You’re going to be sticking with me, so you need to be prepared for some late nights. It’ll either be late nights or early mornings but very rarely both on the same day.”

      My ears perked. Was he finally about to tell me something about his personal life?

      Why do you want to know? My subconscious screamed at me, and I waved a white flag in my own damn head. Yep, I’m definitely losing it.

      He carried on like he hadn’t noticed I’d spaced out briefly. “I’ll take you through things as we go along. Please don’t be afraid to ask questions and don’t be afraid to tip your waiter.”

      It took me a second to realize he’d make a joke. With me. While at the office.

      Looks like I really am in for a totally different ride from here on out.

      Despite my reservations, Jude kept it up all day. He was funny, lighthearted, attentive. It made it really difficult not to wish that the ride I was in for from here on out would have been him.

      But it wasn’t.

      I was just going to have to get used to it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          JUDE

        

      

    

    
      For the last two weeks, I’d spent every minute of every day at work being the best goddamn mentor I could be. I enjoyed it, too. I’d forgotten how much I liked having someone capable and intelligent under my wing. Watching and seeing them change and grow day by day was really fucking rewarding.

      Already, Roselyn was not the wide-eyed intern she had been only half a month ago, unsure of herself or her place. She’d never been that way in her personal interactions, but at the office, she’d seemed like she felt out of place.

      It had been largely my fault, but it had only been for those first three days. After I’d come to the conclusion that I’d treated Rose the same way an eight-year-old had treated my son, I’d pulled my head out of my ass for real and come to the party.

      It was going really well so far. Wherever Rose ended up, she would be a massive asset to the company.

      The only problem was that kiss, the motherfucking kiss that still kept me up—and awake—at night. Although it seemed she’d completely forgotten about it, I sure as fuck hadn’t. I also hadn’t stopped wanting to do a hell of a lot more than just kissing her.

      Some days, I swore she chose her outfit specifically to torture me. This morning, for example, she’d rocked up to the office wearing a tartan skirt, a white button-down shirt, and a navy blazer. There was nothing indecent about the length of the skirt or the fit of the shirt, but she’d still looked like she’d stepped out of a schoolboy fantasy of mine.

      My eyes had nearly fallen out of my head when she’d walked in and my cock had instantly strained against my zipper. For obvious reasons, I hadn’t gotten up to greet her, nor had I gotten up to welcome the clients we received for a meeting.

      Thankfully, I’d been able to pretend to be busy on my computer and had simply waved them in. I’d gotten good at dealing with situations like that over the last couple of weeks, but I was still glad for the change of pace this afternoon.

      Rose was back at the office with Shane, and I was about to give an interview at a local radio station. The host of the show was a man I’d met before, John Davies. He had bright red hair and a shark-like smile, but he was usually fair.

      “Looking good, Hudson,” he said as he shook my hand with a firm grip. The smile of his came out as he took a step back and ran his gaze over my suit. “Well dressed as always, even for a radio show. You know our listeners won’t be able to see you, don’t you?”

      “I do, but I got dressed up hoping to get a picture with you,” I quipped, used to the banter before          the live shows started. “How’s it going, John?”

      “Nothing to complain about,” he replied, releasing my hand and motioning for me to take a seat. The studio was small and there were only three seats around the table with the microphones set up in it. “You? I hear you’re working on some exciting new products.”

      “I am, but I think we should save those for the show, don’t you?” I grinned as I unbuttoned my jacket and sat down, getting comfortable. I was at ease in places like this, and I’d been told it showed.

      John smirked at me as I sat back. “Sure thing. We can leave it for the show. You catch any good waves lately?”

      My mind flashed back to the day on the beach with Rose and that fucking bikini I hadn’t been able to get out of my head. “Yeah, I’ve been out once or twice. There’s never enough time for it, though. Am I right?”

      He nodded as he took his seat. “Absolutely. Let me tell you, I wouldn’t have minded becoming a pro surfer and having that as a career.”

      “But that would require you to be good at it,” I joked.

      John’s head dropped back, his generous belly bouncing as he guffawed. “That’s true. I’d probably also have needed to lose a few pounds.”

      “Nah, man.” I waved him off. “Haven’t you seen that awesome kids’ movie with the surfing penguins? It’s the big one who was the legend.”

      He laughed some more, but when he finally stopped, I saw a glint in his eyes that hadn’t been there before. “Listen, I’m glad you brought up kids’ movies. I need to—”

      “You’re live in five, John,” a disembodied voice rang out in the studio.

      The host gave me an apologetic look and wrapped his fingers around his mic, his gaze moving to the producer’s window behind me. “Good morning and welcome to Your Work Zone with me, John Davies. With us on the show today is Sydney’s favorite son, Jude Hudson.”

      “What’s up, everyone?” I asked, a smirk spreading on my lips as I leaned forward to speak into the mic. I knew there was a camera in here livestreaming the interview to all the station’s social media. “It’s good to be back here, John. Thanks for having me.”

      “Anytime, mate.” He was smiling while he spoke, but that weird glint was still there in his eyes. It was starting to bug me, but I didn’t let it show. “So Jude, tell us what you’ve been up to since the last time we had you on the show.”

      “To be honest, I’ve been pretty busy.” I ran my hand casually though my hair, using the movement to take a quick and discreet look around. When I didn’t see anything that aroused my suspicion, I tried to relax.

      Interviews had become second nature to me. My gut had to be off on this one. John was probably just having a bad day. I flashed him a smile. “We’re in the process of developing several new mobile applications, but we’re also working on a ton of other stuff.”

      “That’s interesting,” he said, strangely not sounding interested at all. I expected him to ask a follow-up question on my work, as was normal to get the ball rolling, but he didn’t. “What about your personal life? Anything been keeping you busy on the home front?”

      “Are you fishing to find out if I’m in a relationship?” I asked, deflecting while trying to remain charismatic about it. Thank you, media training!

      John shook his head, his mouth twisting into that shark-like smile again. “Nah, if you had been, we’d all have heard about it right now. There’s no other bachelor in the city who would incite the kind of pity parties every single woman would throw if you got taken off the market.”

      I chuckled, but my hackles were up. The good vibes between John and I before the show while we’d been bantering had changed, and the tone was quickly shifting. I just didn’t know where it was going.

      “Trust me, no one would have to throw a pity party about that,” I said good-naturedly, forcing myself to focus on the interview instead of the odd atmosphere in the room. “If anything, they should have a pity party for the poor woman who’d have to put up with me for the rest of her life.”

      “Ah, you know that’s not true, mate.” He laughed. “You do everything in life with the same confidence and ease you’re handling this interview with. I’m sure the woman wouldn’t have to feel very sorry for herself if you ever chose one to settle down with.”

      “You’re too nice to me, bro.” I grinned, but I had a feeling the ax was about to drop. “What about you? Any new love in your life?”

      “No one’s interested in hearing about me,” he said. “They listen to me babbling on about something or anything all day. I’m sure they’d much rather hear about you. So, no new relationship then?”

      “Nope.” My grin turned self-deprecating as I shook my head sadly. “I’m still searching for that one special lady to steal my heart and make me hers.”

      I nearly gagged on the words, but Shane and his PR team insisted on me saying shit like that while giving interviews. Apparently, it made the pictures of me more palatable for the public if they thought I was looking for love instead of a good hard fuck.

      At the thought of a good hard fuck, my mind immediately drifted back to Rose and that fucking skirt. What I wouldn’t give to—

      “Speaking about one special lady, there was a time you did have one in your life, wasn’t there?” John’s question ripped me right out of speculating whether it would’ve been better to remove the skirt with my hands or teeth.

      I blinked in surprise but recovered fast. Being asked about relationships was par for the course. “Yeah, I’ve had a few girlfriends over the years. My high school girlf—”

      John cut me off. “What about Audrey, your ex?”

      I frowned. “What about her?”

      He looked right into my eyes, and I realized this was what he’d been steering the conversation toward the entire time. “She’s the mother of your young son, yes?”

      I nodded but didn’t say anything. Shooting him a questioning glance, I narrowed my eyes and gave my head a small shake.

      Every reporter we worked with knew Luke was off limits. I didn’t plan on subjecting him to living his life in the limelight just because I’d made some money. If he ever wanted to speak out, that was up to him.

      For now, I did everything to safeguard his privacy. John knew this very, very well, but he met my gaze and nodded at the mic. “Speak up, Mr. Hudson. For the audience.”

      “Yes,” I said, irritation making my skin crawl. “She’s the mother of my young son. As I’m sure you’re aware, we’re no longer together.”

      I sat forward and propped my elbows on the table between us, glaring at John but keeping my tone light. “I wouldn’t like to discuss her without her knowledge and consent. How about I tell you all about the updates to All for Love instead? They might even help poor wankers like you and I find that special someone.”

      John didn’t take the bait. “There are rumors circulating that this Audrey is going to move for full custody of your son. Can you confirm this?”

      Fuck. Me. Dead. For the first time in a long time, I was thrown by an interview question. “I can’t confirm the rumors, John. I haven’t heard them.”

      Hell, I hadn’t even talked to Audrey since she’d picked Luke up three weeks ago. She’d bailed on their scheduled time together last weekend—again. It wasn’t out of the norm for her.

      “So it’s not true, then?” John asked, brows furrowing as he checked the notes in front of him. “She’s not suing you for full custody?”

      I shook my head. “Under no circumstance is this rumor true. Like I said, I hadn’t heard about it, but I can assure you that I’m not being sued.”

      What would Audrey want with Luke anyway? She could hardly stand to have him around for a weekend. A week would drive her nuts.

      A month? He’d be visiting his mother in an asylum.

      No. It definitely wasn’t true. But it pissed me right the hell off that there was a rumor like that circulating.

      “I’ve heard from a reliable source that you are being sued,” John pressed. “You can be honest with us, Jude. We’re your friends. How does it make you feel to know she’s claiming she should have sole custody?”

      Anger boiled in the depths of my soul. My eyes narrowed to a squint, piercing my so-called friend with every ounce of the hatred I felt toward him right now. “It doesn’t make me feel anything because it’s not true. Do you want to know about the updates to All for Love? Because if not, I have places to be.”

      “We’d love to hear about those in a minute. What do you say to the allegation that you’re not capable of raising your son?”

      Everything in me slammed to a halt before blood rushed in my ears and my heart pounded. Without even thinking about it, I shoved the chair back and got up. “This interview is over.”

      John’s eyebrows shot up and he motioned at the sign that said “live.” I shrugged. I’d never walked out in the middle of a live interview, but there was a first time for everything.

      And today was that first time for me. I gave him one last glare then pivoted on my heels and marched out.

      No way am I putting up with that shit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          ROSE

        

      

    

    
      “What the fuck do you mean?” Jude practically growled into the phone when I walked into his office on Wednesday morning. “I understand she’s well within her rights to do it, but why now? I don’t agree that she has a case at all.”

      I paused by the door, not used to hearing him biting someone’s head off this early in the morning. The last couple of weeks had been going really well for us, but I was suddenly unsure if I was welcome in his office for this conversation. It sounded personal.

      “I don’t give a fuck what it costs,” he snapped, looking up at me and motioning for me to come inside. “Look, just do whatever the fuck needs to be done and keep me in the loop. I have to go.”

      He listened intently for another minute, then sighed and rubbed the back of his head. After he hung up, he tossed the phone down on his desk and sent a piercing glare at the ceiling. Rage came off him in waves. I could practically see him vibrating with it.

      It was a little frightening actually. I’d seen a lot of different sides to him, but this was definitely a new one. For some reason, it worried me to see him like this.

      I knew I was taking a chance at ruining the easygoing relationship we’d built lately, but concern pushed me to question him about it. “Is everything okay?”

      As I moved to the conference table to take my seat, I braced myself for the possibility of him taking aim for my head next. He surprised me when his shoulders came down and he shook his head, the aggression melting out of him.

      “No, it’s not okay.” He pressed the heels of his palms against his eyes. “My ex is trying to take my son away from me. It’s ridiculous, but it’s happening. I can’t believe she’d try something like this after everything she’s done. Or rather, everything she hasn’t done.”

      Suddenly, I understood why he looked like he hadn’t slept. There were dark smudges beneath his eyes and his hair looked messy, like he’d been dragging his hands through it all night.

      “That sucks,” I said. “Is there any way you can work it out with her?”

      He shook his head, the corners of his lips turning down. “She doesn’t even care about Luke. She’s either doing this to get even with me about something or she wants more money. I don’t know how to work it out with her if I don’t know what she’s after.”

      My heart ached for him. He hadn’t spoken about his son much to me, but even a blind person would’ve seen the anguish this was causing him. His voice sounded haggard, and his usually set shoulders sagged like someone had placed the world on them.

      There was nothing I wanted more than to go over and give him a hug, but I knew I couldn’t. We’d done well with keeping things professional and I couldn’t afford to mess that up, especially since I didn’t know how well he’d take it if I offered him comfort.

      I was surprised enough that he was making himself vulnerable in front of me. Offering up comfort might be pushing it seven steps too far.

      “Is there some way you can find out what she wants?” I suggested. “Maybe there’s a way to avoid going to court to fight over him.”

      “If she wants more money, she can have it,” he said. “I can’t lose my son.”

      Oh, screw it!

      I’d walked all the way to the conference table and had been about to take a seat, but I couldn’t do it—not when he really needed someone. I was finally getting another glimpse at the man behind the persona, and he was a very real person.

      This wasn’t the guy who thrived on attention and bought flashy watches and sports cars like other people buy toilet paper. This man was a father who cared deeply for his son, and he was in anguish.

      As I crossed to him, a tiny crease appeared between his eyebrows. But he didn’t warn me away. Instead, he opened his arms when I did and stood up, enveloping me when I got close enough for him to do it.

      I felt his ragged breaths against my hair and felt my own heart cracking. I didn’t know this boy, but that didn’t matter. Obviously, he meant the world to Jude.

      “I’m sorry,” I said again, my voice muffled against his shirt. I took a small breath, luxuriating in his expensive, rich, aquatic scent before I could stop myself. I knew this wasn’t the time, but holy hell, he smelled good.

      Having his powerful arms around me again felt damn good, too. Despite the inappropriateness of the thoughts, I had to admit that holding him was like a slice of heaven.

      “I’m here for you, okay?” I whispered, afraid that if I spoke too loudly I’d break this bubble of peace we suddenly found ourselves in. “Anything you need me to do to help, all you have to do is say the words.”

      “Thank you,” he said, his voice gruff and deep. “I’ll let you know.”

      He cleared his throat, then tightened his arms in that way that people did before they let you go. I didn’t want to lose having his arms around me just yet, but this hug wasn’t for me. It was for him, and if he was done with it, I guessed I had to be, too.

      As I’d suspected, he released me and took a step back. A soft sigh left him, but it probably didn’t mean anything. He smiled at me before going back to his chair. “We should get to work. Sorry about that.”

      “You have nothing to apologize for.” He really didn’t.

      Reluctantly going back to my own workspace, I logged into my computer and waited for his instructions. I looked over to him with my fingers poised over my keyboard and a hand on my mouse, but what I saw wasn’t a man ready to get back to dominating his empire.

      He was staring into space, his lips set in a firm line and his spine rigid. As I watched, I saw him give himself an almost imperceptible shake before he wheeled his chair forward and woke up his laptop.

      “Okay, so we’re meeting with a client we’re building a security system for. They’ll be here in about an hour. What I need you to do is to go over the deliverables. We’re only at the beginning of the project, so if anything jumps out at you, let me know.”

      “That’s it?” I frowned. He’d been a lot more involved with me these last few weeks than this, but I supposed he had a lot on his mind.

      “That’s it,” he confirmed without looking at me. The sound of his keyboard clacking told me the conversation was over.

      The rest of our day was pretty much the same. We went to meetings, worked on separate things when we were in the office, and spoke strictly about work. Every once in a while, he’d take a call that sounded like it was about Luke and his ex, but he only let out huffs of exasperation and moved on with his work.

      It was late afternoon when there was an unexpected knock at his door. We didn’t have any more meetings scheduled for the day, and usually, his assistant let us know when someone arrived.

      Jude cursed at the interruption, ice in his eyes as he sent a look that would make grown men cry at the door. “What?”

      Instead of answering, the person on the other side just let themselves in. It took me no more than a second to put things together.

      This had to be Jude’s son. He looked like a mini-version of his father with his brown hair and defined features, but it was the eyes that made me absolutely, one-hundred-percent convinced this was Luke.

      A glance at Jude confirmed my suspicions beyond a shadow of a doubt. All the tension of the day melted away from his gorgeous face and a brilliant smile spread his lips.

      “Luke, buddy.” He shook his watch out from underneath his cuff, his eyes going wide. “Sherbet, I didn’t realize it had gotten so late.”

      Luke gave me a shy smile before he walked toward his dad. “Gram dropped me off. We’re going out for dinner and to the boardwalk fair, remember?”

      “Yeah,” Jude said, but it didn’t take a lifelong friend to figure out that he hadn’t remembered. Not that I blamed him, considering everything that had happened this morning. “I just need a minute, okay, bud?”

      “I’ll wait outside.” He gave his dad another wide smile, waved at me, and left the office.

      Jude stood up, pressed his palms against the glass surface of his desk, and hung his head, dragging in breath after breath with his eyes closed.

      “You really do need a minute, don’t you?” I asked quietly, wheeling my chair back and getting up.

      He nodded, but his eyes remained closed, and his head faced down. His shoulders were rounded and his knuckles were white as his fingers flexed against the desk. “I don’t want my emotions to bleed over to Luke. He’s dealing with enough as it is. I need to get my shit together and my frustration under control.”

      Again, I was surprised by his honesty and directness. I was also more than a little impressed by the extent of his self-awareness.

      “Take your time,” I said. “I’m great with kids. I’ll go keep him busy for a bit, okay?”

      Jude finally opened his eyes again and, when he did, brought them right to mine. There were questions there, but he didn’t ask them. He simply gave his head the smallest dip of acknowledgment before turning around to face the window.

      I made my way out of the office without another word, trying to be respectful of the space he needed. Having a mentor and sharing their office was a very different kind of working relationship. I doubted anyone who hadn’t ever had a mentor or been mentored would ever understand.

      It was a delicate balance, sticking to their side while also trying to respect their privacy within their own offices. I already felt like I’d overstepped this morning, even though he had invited me in. Conversations with a lawyer about custody of a child weren’t meant to be overheard by anybody.

      Giving him this time was the least I could do. Luke glanced up at the door when I opened it, curiosity etched into his features when he saw it was me.

      “Hello, my name is Rose,” I said, smiling as I shut the door behind me and went to sit next to him on the couch in the waiting area. “I’m new here, but I’m working with your dad.”

      “Hi, Rose,” he said, that hint of shyness I’d seen from him before present in his voice. “I’m Luke. I’m not new here.”

      “I know. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      It seemed to make him happy. His smile widened and his eyes met mine with a little less reservation in them.

      “Do you like working for my dad?” he asked, those bright green orbs not straying away immediately this time.

      I nodded. “I’m learning a lot from him. He’s almost ready to go. He just needs a couple of minutes. What do you say you and I make him his favorite coffee and surprise him?”

      Luke nodded eagerly, looking like a clone of his father when a lock of hair fell across his forehead from the movement. “He’ll like that.”

      “I think so, too.” I dipped my head in the direction of the bridge to the pause area. “Let’s go find the espresso machine.”

      The little boy stood up with a broad grin, then fell into step beside me and peered up. I had a feeling he had a lot of questions. I only hoped he would take it easy on me.
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      Luke and Rose were nowhere to be found when I finally managed to get my shit under control. It had taken me longer than I’d thought it would, but I was really fucking out of my depth here. I didn’t remember the last time I’d been so completely blindsided and it had never been about something this serious.

      I couldn’t lose Luke. He was my life. Audrey didn’t even want him in hers, so I honestly didn’t know what she was playing at.

      When I’d called my lawyer after the interview, he’d said he hadn’t received any papers yet. He told me he would call if he did but that he could only go to bat once a ball had been thrown. That ball had been chucked right at our heads early this morning.

      Audrey had come out of the starting blocks with all guns fucking blazing. It was infuriating. The worst part was that my lawyer said it didn’t look good for me. The allegations she made were ludicrous, and some of them were patently untrue, but my lawyer said proving it wouldn’t necessarily be easy.

      All day long, I’d struggled to focus on anything else. While Rose had been working, I’d been going over anything I thought might help our case. Old emails, texts about her canceling, and any communications where I’d told her how disappointed Luke had been, nothing was off-limits if it would help me keep my son.

      But now he was here, and I needed to forget about his mother and be in the present with him. First, though, I had to find where he and my intern had gone off to.

      I checked Shane’s office first but saw through the window that he was alone. My next stop was the pause area, and that was where I hit gold.

      Rose and Luke were standing at the espresso machine. She was laughing up a storm while Luke giggled and attempted to steam milk.

      Hearing her laugh was quite possibly my favorite sound at the moment, but hearing Luke’s laughter mingled in? That really did account for hitting gold in my book.

      All I could do for a minute was stare. The knots in my stomach untangled, and my anger, frustration, and fear vanished like they had never existed. My entire existence narrowed to only the scene playing out in front of me.

      Luke did something wrong with the steamer, and frothed milk shot everywhere. It was a wild mess but Rose only laughed harder. She also kept him safe, though, making sure he steered clear of the hot steaming wand.

      While he tried to make the coffee look presentable, she grabbed a wad of napkins from the stack next to the saucers and cleaned up. Both of them looked happy and relaxed. Seeing them together like that was a mental image I knew I’d never forget.

      “What are you two up to in here?” I asked, forcing my feet to move before someone caught me staring at them like some kind of a creeper.

      Truth be told, I’d have been happy to just watch them for the rest of the day, but that wasn’t really an option. Neither of them seemed to have noticed me before because their laughter cut off abruptly and their eyes widened as they looked up, startled to see me there.

      “We made you your favorite coffee,” Luke said. “It was supposed to be a surprise.”

      “It is a surprise,” I said, reaching out to ruffle his hair.

      He lifted the very messy cup and tiny saucer, presenting it to me proudly. “Try it. I think I messed up the steam.”

      I took it from him, ignoring the fact that the pad of my thumb dipped into an ice-cold pool of liquid lying in the saucer. I took a sip and grinned. “It’s the most delicious coffee in the world.”

      It wasn’t.

      I wouldn’t have been surprised if there was more sugar in it than coffee, the milk had somehow curdled, and it was already cold. But I drank it like it was the best thing I’d ever tasted and smiled all the way through.

      “Thank you, buddy. That was great.” I set the cup down, suppressing a shudder as the sweetness lingered on my taste buds. “Are you ready to go?”

      He nodded, still beaming at me. “Can Rose come with us?”

      I glanced at her. She was still soaking up spilled milk with the paper napkins but must have been listening because she blinked in surprise before shaking her head.

      “Oh, no, it’s okay, Luke,” she said with a fond smile kicking up the corners of her lips. “This is a night for you and your father. I’m sure I’ll see you around.”

      Luke sighed, disappointment darkening his eyes. His spine seemed to turn to jelly as he hunched over.

      “Nonsense,” I said. “Come with us, Rose. What else are you going to do? Hang out in your hotel room by yourself?”

      Her brown eyes sparkled with amusement when they met mine. “Maybe. I like the peace and quiet, you know.”

      I snorted, arching my brow as I gave her a pointed look. “Nonsense. Come with us. Don’t make me drag you out again. We’ll give you a real taste of Sydney, won’t we, Luke?”

      He swung his gaze to hers and nodded so hard and fast I was afraid he might hurt his neck. “We will. You said you were new in town. We’re not. I’ve always lived here. We’ll show you around.”

      Rose bit the inside of her cheek, smiling at him but seeming more concerned when she looked up at me. “Are you sure? I wouldn’t want to impose on your night.”

      “You wouldn’t be imposing,” I said firmly. “In fact, we’re not taking no for answer.”

      She searched my gaze before nodding slowly. “Okay, I’m in. As long as you’re sure I wouldn’t be ruining your evening.”

      “I think it’ll be the complete opposite.” I sent a pointed glance toward Luke, who was just about bouncing on the balls of his feet. “How do you feel about surf and turf?”

      “I love it,” she said after pausing for another beat. Then she dropped the soaked napkins in the trash with a plop and grinned at Luke. “Where are we going? Did I hear you mention something about a boardwalk fair earlier?”

      “Yes.” It was like someone had flipped a switch behind his eyes, the way he lit up while he told her about it. “We usually have dinner at my favorite place first. Then we go on rides and eat cotton candy.”

      “That sounds incredible,” she said, sounding completely sincere. It was weird. I’d seen a lot of couples at the boardwalk, and the women sometimes seemed to enjoy themselves, but Audrey had hated the place the one time I’d suggested they take Luke there.

      Although I’d learned by now that while they were both women, Audrey and Rose had nothing else in common. I wouldn’t compare the two anyway. It wouldn’t be fair, but that didn’t mean I could help an errant thought here and there.

      “There’s a carousel,” Luke was saying to Rose as we walked to the elevator, “and a Ferris wheel. Do you know how high Ferris wheels are? They’re so high that when you drop your ice cream, it splats all over the floor.”

      She wriggled her nose. “Let’s not drop our ice cream, then. It would be such a waste.”

      “Yeah,” he agreed. “Especially because Dad said if I drop it, I can’t get another one.”

      “Hey,” I interjected as I jabbed the call button. “I said you could have another one, but that you had to be careful with it.”

      Luke let out a giggle and his cheeks flushed. “I was careful with it.”

      I bumped my hip gently against his shoulder, giving him a mock-serious look. “Were you? I could have sworn you dropped it because you wanted hazelnut-chip instead.”

      The color on his cheeks deepened, and he mumbled something, but Rose saved him. “You know what? We should never waste food but hazelnut-chip is my favorite, too. I understand how you’d be so distracted by the thought of it that you’d forget you were holding another cone.”

      Luke nodded solemnly, but we both saw the spark of humor in his eyes. “That’s exactly what happened.”

      “It won’t happen again, right?” she asked as the doors slid open in front of us. “Tonight, we’ll just get hazelnut-chip from the start. We’ll treasure our ice cream for as long as we can before we’ve eaten it all.”

      He raised his hand for a high-five and slapped hers against his palm. “That’s right. Team Hazelnut-chip.”

      I laughed, but as we descended, I wondered how the hell I was supposed to get through this night unscathed. I’d promised Rose I would keep things professional, but it wasn’t like it’d been easy thus far. I wanted her more than they wanted their damn ice cream, but instead of talking to her about that kiss and trying to set the record straight about it, I’d kept my head on straight and my dick in my pants.

      But this? Having her talking and laughing with my son like she was his best friend? This was the kind of thing that made me want into her heart and not just into her pants. I’d already liked her enough. I hadn’t needed this, too.

      Unfortunately though, it didn’t get better from there. On the way to the restaurant close to the pier, Rose sat in the front seat of my car after buckling Luke into the back. She turned to face him immediately, leaving me as a keen observer.

      “Tell me about this place we’re going to. Does it have good milkshakes?”

      His head bounced up and down as he inched as far forward as the seatbelt would let him. “The best. Do you like steak?”

      “I love it.” She grinned, cocking her head. “If you tell me they have the best steak, too, it might just become my favorite restaurant in the world.”

      “It has the best steak.” His chest swelled. “It’s my favorite, but you can share it with me.”

      “Thanks, bud.”

      The two of them talked nonstop all the way there. Once we were seated in the family-style dining room, they had a race to see who could color their picture the fastest and goofed off while they took selfies on my phone.

      I watched them with a genuine sense of awe. Luke had never connected with anyone as fast as he had with Rose, and she seemed to love it. I couldn’t keep my eyes off them. Or, more accurately, off her.

      When she stole one of Luke’s fries and he actually pushed his plate toward her to offer more, I had the strangest desire to drop to one knee and present her with a napkin ring as a placeholder for a real one.

      Wait.

      Back the fuck up.

      Where the hell had that come from?

      I’d known this woman for less than a month. I hadn’t even done anything with her other than kissing. Why the fuck had I just had a thought about marrying her?

      It was official. I’d lost my damn mind. Either that or I was just in desperate need of a good fuck. Yeah, that. Let’s go with that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          ROSE

        

      

    

    
      “Glad you decided to come out with us?” Jude’s voice interrupted my thoughts.

      We were standing behind the railing at the carousel, waving at Luke every time he came around. The boy was in his element, his smile as wide as the deep blue ocean behind him whenever he saw us.

      I turned my head to be able to see Jude from the corner of my eyes, not that I’d forgotten he was there. It would have been impossible.

      Unfortunately for my libido and me, I could feel his heat radiating into my side where he stood pressed against it. Every time he moved even slightly, I felt the muscles in his arm ripple against mine. My arm, that is. Not muscle. I don’t have many of those.

      Smiling as I tried not to notice how completely gorgeous he was with the setting sun casting a golden light on his hair, a serene smile on his lips, and his eyes relaxed and happy, I nodded. “Yeah, I’m having the best time. Thanks for inviting me with you. You’re sure I’m not imposing? I know you’ve had a rough day. If you’d rather just spend some time one on one with your son, I’ll understand.”

      “You’re not imposing, Rose,” he said, his voice gentler than I’d probably ever heard it. “He loves having you here and so do I. We’re happy you could come with us.”

      Did I just hear that right? He loves having me here? I almost swooned. Any red-blooded female would have if the smile he was giving me right then was aimed at her.

      “Well, as you pointed out, I didn’t have a very exciting night planned otherwise.” I chose to ignore the “loving having me” part.

      If I said the L-word around him, there was every chance I would stop to obsess about how easy it would be to really fall for him. Especially with the way he’d been recently, but even more so with the way he was around his son.

      Kids weren’t something I thought about all too often. For years, my sole focus had been Oxford and keeping up my grades. I loved children, though. As a general rule, they loved me, too. It was a throwback from my babysitting days when I’d still been saving up to help with some of the expenses of getting me to England.

      “What?” Jude pressed a hand to his chest. “You mean you don’t like the peace and quiet of hanging out in your hotel room all by yourself every night?”

      I laughed, lifting my shoulders as I tried not to fall into the depths of those eyes of his. “Nah, this is way more fun.”

      “Well, it’s about to become even more fun.” His gaze slid to the entrance of the carousel. It had stopped spinning and the kids were climbing off. “If you like carnival games anyway. If you don’t, you’re going to hate what comes next.”

      “It’s a good thing I love carnival games then. We have this fair back home my friends and I went to every year. I used to rule at ring toss. It’s been a while, but I’m pretty sure I can kick your ass in it if you’re up to the challenge.”

      Jude smirked, but it wasn’t that trademark cocky smirk he gave to the press or the world at large. Somehow, this smirk seemed softer, more intimate. But it was probably my imagination wanting it to be that way.

      I nearly rolled my eyes at myself. A smirk is a smirk, Roselyn. Get over yourself.

      “I’m up for it,” he said. “You should know I’m the king of the dart game, though.”

      “Really?” I batted my eyelashes innocently, but I couldn’t quite keep a straight face. “That used to be my dad’s game. He’s spent hours training me, but I’ve never beaten him before.”

      Jude pretended to buff his nails on his collar. “Well, don’t expect to start winning at it now. You’ve had fair warning.”

      “That was awesome, guys,” Luke gushed when he came through the gate from the carousel, his eyes all lit up and his features as relaxed and happy as his dad’s were. I wondered if he knew what his mother was doing and what he would think about going to live with her, but I’d already decided against bringing it up. “What’s next?”

      “What do you say we go show Rose what Aussie carnival games are like?” Jude asked. “She says they have them back in the States, too, but ours are better, right?”

      “Right,” he said without any hesitation, then held his hand out for mine. “But don’t worry. We’ll teach you. Dad’s very good at teaching people how to play these games.”

      “People?” I asked, feeling an irrational stab of jealousy as I glanced over my shoulder at him.

      He rolled his eyes. “Just Luke. I’ve taught Luke how to play them. Why, you jealous?”

      “Nope,” I lied, but the look he gave me told me he knew it.

      Something passed between us—something that was definitely less than professional. It made a shiver rush through me and brought a secretive smile to my lips. Before I could wipe it off, Jude saw it and strangely returned it before pointing toward the cluster of games near the beach.

      “Let’s do the ring toss first,” he said. “Rose thinks she can beat me.”

      Luke shook his head sadly, glancing up at me with eyes filled with sympathy. “You can’t. No one beats my dad, not even my grandma.”

      It was clear from the way he said it that Jude and his mother were his heroes. In his eyes, they could probably do no wrong. Again, I found my mind wandering off to his mother and whether he felt the same about her.

      If what Jude had said about her not caring about Luke was true, it seemed like it would be criminal to even threaten to take him away from people he obviously idolized. Maybe she really didn’t care, though. I didn’t know anyone that callous personally, but I sure knew they were out there.

      If that was what Jude was dealing with, Shane’s words from that first day would make a lot more sense. He had said Jude was dealing with a lot more than I knew about. His mood swings would also make more sense if any of my assumptions were correct, which made me a lot more forgiving toward him. It didn’t excuse his behavior or his treatment of me, especially that morning before we kissed, but the why of it had been turning in my head, tripping me up, and this might just be my answer.

      “Well, I’m still going to try beating him,” I said to Luke. “That’s what it’s all about, right? Trying your best?”

      “Yep. Dad always says no one is going to build a monument to you for doing anything more than giving it your best.”

      “Exactly.” We came to a stop at the ring-toss stand and Jude paid for our tickets despite my insistence that I would buy my own.

      He placed a stack of orange tickets in my palm, letting his fingers linger for just a beat longer than necessary. “There you go. Let’s see what you’ve got.”

      Five minutes later, they were both staring at me with their jaws slack and their eyes wide. Luke took the stuffed duck I held out to him, clutching it to his chest. “This is the biggest animal we’ve ever won here.”

      I tossed my hair over my shoulder and shrugged, winking at my new friend. “Really? Maybe we should go over to the dart game and see if we can win an even bigger one.”

      Jude grinned and crossed his arms. “Yeah, let’s do that. I’m going to get you a bigger one, buddy.”

      He didn’t.

      “I can’t believe I kicked your ass at darts,” I said gleefully once we left the next game. “That’s awesome.”

      “It really is,” Luke gushed at my side.

      Contrary to what I might have believed, Jude wasn’t a sore loser. He slung his arm around my shoulders and pulled me close to his side, his breath tickling my ear as he murmured into it. “If anyone was going to beat me, I’m glad it was you. You’re not going to be insufferable about it, are you?”

      Was I? How the hell was I supposed to know? I could barely breathe, being so close to him again. I swiped my tongue over my lips and reached for my scattered thoughts. “I, uh, no. What’s next?”

      “The Ferris wheel,” Luke cheered, tugging me along with his hand still in mine. “We always go on the Ferris wheel after the games.”

      “Yeah, we do, but maybe we should sit it out this time,” Jude said. “Only two of us can go on the Ferris wheel at a time.”

      “No, don’t skip it,” I said. “You two go. I’ll get the ice cream for after. That’s more my speed than Ferris wheels anyway.”

      “Why?” Jude asked as Luke let go of my hand to say hi to a friend from school. “Are you afraid of heights?”

      “No.” I sighed, not planning on telling him the truth. But he just raised his brows at me and waited patiently for the rest of my answer. “I just don’t like Ferris wheels. Heights are fine when there’s something solid keeping you up, but a Ferris wheel is never that solid.”

      His eyes burned into mine, but he nodded without giving me any shit. It was unexpected. Guys usually mocked the heck out of me once they learned I was afraid of a Ferris wheel, of all things.

      “Okay, we’ll be right back. Don’t disappear on us?” That same burning was still in his eyes, like he was really, really serious about not wanting me to leave.

      “I won’t. I’ll be right here when you guys get done.” I smiled, and Jude nodded.

      He walked backward away from me, his eyes not leaving mine until the last possible second. Then he pivoted and met up with Luke in the line to get on the ride. As I watched them get settled in on the faded yellow seat and click the safety guard into place, I felt the strangest sense of rightness taking hold in my chest.

      This was the first time I’d felt truly welcome since leaving Oxford. And even Oxford hadn’t felt much like home. It had become my home and I had convinced myself it felt like it, too, but there had always been the knowledge in the back of my mind that it was just a landing place before I took off in a new direction.

      Oxford had always been the dream, but England was never part of my permanent plan. Because of that, I’d tried my very best to feel a sense of rightness and belonging, but I never had.

      But this place?

      I breathed in the sea air and relished the warmth of the setting sun on my skin. This was a place I’d be able to see as home.

      It was so beautiful and wild and free. And so were the people who lived here.

      As I watched the old Ferris wheel grind into motion and carry Jude and Luke to the top, I marveled at my boss. He wasn’t the man I thought he was when I first met him.

      Every day that I spent time with him, I realized more and more just how badly I’d misjudged him. I blamed that damn book and the media for giving me such a skewed perception of him.

      In reality, he was a much more well-rounded person than I’d thought he was. Sure, he was a party boy, and he could be a bit of an abrasive ass, but he was also a good father.

      And a good man. That much, I could see now, plain as freaking day.

      And he’s a pretty good kisser, too, I thought, looking up and catching him staring right at me. My breathing hitched. Why does it feel like we’re moving away from professional again?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          JUDE

        

      

    

    
      Luke walked between Rose and me, holding my hand in one of his and hers in the other. Lucky little bugger.

      I never thought the day would come when I’d be jealous of my seven-year-old, but it had. I’d have given a lot to have been the one walking into the hotel holding her hand.

      “Thanks for walking me in,” she said. “I had fun. We should do it again.”

      “Definitely,” I replied but didn’t stop walking. “We’re not leaving you here. We’ll go up with you.”

      “Are you inviting yourself to my room?” she asked, looking at me over the top of Luke’s head.

      Her tone wasn’t suggestive or anything that was inappropriate for him to hear, but she’d still lowered her voice.

      In the humdrum of the lobby of one of the most popular hotels for both business and leisure travel downtown, I doubted he’d have heard her question. Matching my volume to hers, I shook my head.

      “We’ll just walk you up. I’m trying to model proper gentlemanly behavior for Luke.”

      “Right.” She nodded, but I didn’t miss the disappointed tilt to her mouth. “Are you sure you guys wouldn’t like to come in for a soda or some coffee?”

      “Nah, we’d love to, but it’s a school night.”

      “Ah, got you.” We let go of Luke’s hands as we climbed into the elevator and she pressed the button for her floor. “Are you looking forward to school tomorrow?”

      He glanced up at her, his teeth sinking into his lip as he shook his head. “No, not really.”

      My insides twisted at the defeated look in his eyes.

      Rose’s brow furrowed. “Why not?”

      “There’s a bully at my school,” he admitted. “He’s been targeting me.”

      “What?” She frowned deeply and lifted her gaze to mine. “Did you know about this?”

      “Yeah.” I sighed and took a deep breath. “It’s an issue I’ve been working on with the teachers and the parents of the other boy for two weeks now.”

      “Two weeks?” she asked. “And it’s still happening?

      I nodded. “It turns out you can have a boatload of policies and still not have a clue what to do when a situation spirals out of control.

      “That’s terrible,” she said.

      The elevator stopped on her floor and we walked out. Instead of heading down the corridor to her room, though, Rose stopped and crouched down in front of Luke.

      “Can I tell you something important, little dude?” She took his hands in hers and gave him her full attention, not sparing me so much as a glance.

      His head bounced once. I loved seeing him so enthralled at being the sole focus of her attention almost as much as I loved seeing her giving it to him.

      The sad reality was that Rose, who he’d only just met today, treated him better than his own mother did. I couldn’t remember a time when I’d seen Audrey communicate as effectively with Luke as Rose did.

      She tended to snap at him and order him around or try to find other things to keep him busy. It was almost like she didn’t know how to speak to him. She definitely didn’t understand him if she couldn’t see how much she hurt him as often as she did.

      Rose seemed to know exactly what she was doing. She’d spent the better part of the night speaking to Luke and it appeared like she understood him. He’d certainly opened up to her fast.

      “Luke,” she said. “Sometimes there are people in our schools or at work who try very hard to make us sad. And it hurts.”

      It sounded like she knew what she was talking about. I remembered that first night at the bar when she’d called me a bully. Was she thinking about that, too? Because if so, I was a bigger asshole than even I had realized, and that was saying something.

      I was about to ask her, but she was still focused on Luke. It didn’t feel like the right time to interrupt them.

      “It hurts. But it is so important that you stand your ground and you never behave like those people.”

      “Why?” he asked, and I heard the shakiness of his voice.

      It fucking killed me. I’d been trying to do the mature thing, to handle the situation in a mature way, but nothing was happening and it was slowly driving me insane.

      As I watched tears well in his eyes even as they were locked on Rose’s, I decided that it was time to change my approach. The system wasn’t fucking working and it was hurting the most important person in my life.

      Tomorrow, I was going to—

      “Why?” Rose asked, transferring both of his hands into one of hers to lift the other up and press it against his heart. “Because you’re a good kid. That’s why. You have a big heart.”

      “But that makes it hurt so much more,” he whispered, a tear finally welling over the edge of his eyelid and tracking down his cheek.

      “I know, but people don’t usually act that way for no reason. The next time that boy tries to pick on you, ask him why. Ask him if there’s something you can do to help him.”

      “Help him?” Luke asked. “He doesn’t need my help. He’d laugh at me.”

      Rose nodded. “Yep. Maybe, but maybe he doesn’t. Maybe he doesn’t have a happy home to go back to at the end of the school day. Maybe he has a good reason to be angry, but he just doesn’t know how to express it.”

      “Do you really think so?” he asked, and I heard the hope creeping into his tone.

      “I do. Does that make sense to you? Why he would be treating other kids badly if he’s hurting.”

      “I think so,” he said. “I was wondering why he would do it, and I think you might be right. He never smiles.”

      Luke grinned, leaned in, and kissed Rose’s cheek. My blackened heart leaped and melted at the same time. This is what my mother’s been going on about.

      Just like Luke, I’d just had an epiphany. It’d never made sense to me why Mom kept saying Luke needed another woman who truly cared for him in his life, but I understood it now. Rose had known about the problem for minutes, and she’d already done more to help him than I had in all that time.

      My brain just wasn’t wired to go around asking bullies what I could do to help them, but almost as soon as she’d said the words, I’d recognized that she might well be onto something. I also hadn’t seen the kid smile, and his parents were throwing up roadblocks to delay the proper processes to be followed.

      Whenever I asked the principal why they allowed these people to abuse the system, he just told me to be patient. I’d thought it was bullshit, but now? Maybe he knew something I didn’t.

      Rose smiled when Luke stepped back and straightened up, placing a palm on his cheek. “You’ll let me know how it goes, right?”

      “Right,” he said, but then he tugged on my shirt. “You should kiss her cheek, too.”

      She flushed bright red. Meanwhile, I stared down at my son like a deer caught in headlights. “What?”

      “I said you should kiss her cheek, too,” he repeated, his tone insistent.

      My gaze snagged on hers and I chuckled, rubbing the back of my neck. “I don’t think so, buddy.”

      Fuck knows I’d like to, but after how she ran away from me…

      “We’re not at work,” she said.

      My head jerked and I searched her eyes.

      What the fuck? I thought it couldn’t happen?

      Her lips lifted into the briefest, smallest smile and her chin lowered as she tapped the opposite cheek to the one Luke had just kissed. “Chop, chop.”

      Exhaling a quiet but shallow sharp breath, I leaned in and kissed her damn cheek. Feeling her skin under my lips sent something like an electric shock through my system.

      It was only the barest brush of a kiss, but I swore I felt it throughout my entire body. Her lips were so close that I could feel her soft breaths on my ear and ghosting across my jaw, but I couldn’t move my mouth to hers—no matter how badly I wanted to.

      As I kissed her, she leaned into my chest for a moment that was gone too soon. I wanted to fold my arms around her, to hug her as tightly as I had this morning when she’d been trying to comfort me. I wanted to kiss her until she was breathless and do so much more.

      But I did none of those things.

      When we pulled apart, Luke took off running to the elevators on the opposite side of the hall for some reason, yelling goodbye to Rose. “See you soon!”

      “See you soon,” she said softly, her eyes glued to mine.

      “Yeah,” I breathed. “Soon.”
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          ROSE

        

      

    

    
      A month and a half after arriving in Australia, I had my routine down pat and it was starting to feel like everything before this had been nothing but a dream. Working with Jude was still challenging at times, and there was definitely still tension there, but I was happy, and I was confident he was too.

      Stretching my arms out above my head, I opened my eyes and smiled at the pristine white ceiling of my hotel room. It was Sunday morning, and judging by the bright light shining in through a crack in my curtains, I’d slept a little later than usual.

      But even that was part of my routine. I didn’t have many plans for today anyway. The only thing on my schedule was a bit of pampering later on.

      The hotel I called home was luxurious, and I’d grown to enjoy the amenities it offered. Shane had told me that they’d booked an all-inclusive package for my stay, and it seemed a waste not to make use of it.

      In my attempt to play my part in getting them some bang for their buck, I’d booked a massage and a facial for this afternoon. I hadn’t gotten either of those treatments in ages, and I was really looking forward to relaxing and decompressing. I needed it like a camel needed water after fourteen days in the desert.

      Loving my internship didn’t mean I wasn’t exhausted. It was a good kind of exhausted where my brain was busy and my body was somehow still wired, but I was still exhausted. Spa treatments were just what the doctor ordered.

      Still smiling when I finally decided it was time to get my lazy ass out of bed, I rubbed my eyes and padded over to my small kitchenette. It had been really useful to have, even if I couldn’t exactly cook my meals in it. But that was okay, since food was also part of that all-inclusive package. Spoiled was an understatement for how I felt staying in this hotel.

      What am I even going to do when I can’t call room service for breakfast anymore?

      I let out a very unladylike snort at my inner snob and shook my head as I flicked on the coffeemaker. Make your own damn food, Rose. That’s what you’re going to do. Just like you’ve been doing all your life.

      I sighed, looking around my room on my way to the shower. I’m really going to miss this place when the internship is done.

      It wasn’t just about the hotel and room service either. Australia had really grown on me, as had some of its citizens.

      But I refused to think about leaving just yet. I still had four and a half more months here, and I was determined to enjoy every last minute of it.

      When I got into the bathroom, I turned on the faucet to warm up the water before I got in the shower and tried not to think of one particular citizen who had really grown on me. Every time Jude popped into my head, which was pretty much constantly, it was a struggle to get him to leave.

      Thinking about him while I was naked and soapy hadn’t been a good idea in the past, and it wasn’t one now. It only made me fantasize about things I couldn’t have.

      As I climbed in under the hot spray, my brain insisted on clinging to the lingering flashes of fantasies I’d had about him before. Well, fantasies and the memory of that hot-as-hell kiss.

      If his kiss had affected me that badly, it was impossible not to think about what doing more with him would do to me. Ruin me for life probably.

      My lady bits started coming to life at the naughty thoughts running through my head, but I shut them down by turning the water to ice cold. Take that, traitors.

      Finishing up as fast as I could before my brain ran away with me—again—I climbed out of the shower and covered up my naked body so it wouldn’t be so easy to do things to it anymore. Being around Jude five or sometimes six days a week had turned my brain into something out of a porno movie whenever I had a minute to myself.

      As much as I loved Australia, I would really have to find a way to shut down the sex center of my brain if I wanted to survive the intense amount of frustration I had to deal with on a daily basis.

      I dragged my mind kicking and screaming out of the gutter, dressed in a pair of jeans and a black tank top, and pulled my wet hair into a bun. There was a knock at my door. Another smile spread on my face. Room service.

      My daily bowl of fresh fruit had arrived. It came later on Sundays because even the staff here had figured out I liked to sleep in. Bless them for being so observant.

      “Thanks, Geoff,” I said to the maroon-suited waiter, who grinned and handed over my treat.

      “We added some cream for you this morning,” he said. “Enjoy.”

      “You guys are spoiling me,” I said, then chatted to him for another minute before carrying my breakfast inside.

      After grabbing the fresh cup of coffee waiting for me, I tucked my feet in underneath me as I lowered myself onto the couch in my sitting area. With my fruit in my lap, I got comfortable and picked up the TV remote.

      The screen blinked to life, a brief welcome message flashing across it before the local news came on. When it did, my heart skipped a beat, and I felt my cheeks grow cold as all the blood drained from my face. The plump strawberry I had speared hung from my fork, suspended halfway to my mouth as my jaw slackened.

      “Australia’s most eligible bachelor is going to court this week,” a prim news anchor was saying as a tabloid picture of Jude went up in the window beside her head. “Jude Hudson is fighting for custody of his son and it’s going to be quite the battle. Sources say Mum and Dad are both determined to be appointed as the sole caregiver of little Luke, who has been media-shy since birth but is said to be a little charmer just like his daddy.”

      My fork clattered back to the bowl. How had I not known this was happening? I worked in the man’s office, for God’s sake. But he’d somehow managed to keep it all under wraps from even me.

      I have to call him.

      I was already up and halfway to my nightstand where my phone was still charging when I realized a call might be inappropriate. This was his private business. It had nothing to do with me.

      And yet, I knew it had to be killing him. Just thinking back to that day he’d told me about his ex made my heart bleed for him. The expression on his face when he’d been told she might sue for custody had been so tortured that it haunted me to this day.

      I knew he had his mother, but I didn’t know what kind of support system he had around him. For all I knew, Jude’s mother thought it would be a good thing if Luke went to live with his mom.

      I gnawed at the back of my lips when I reached for my phone. Punching in the unlock code, I scrolled to Jude’s name and stared at his contact details. To call or not to call.

      That was the question, and it wasn’t an easy one to answer.

      It’s Sunday morning, Rose. He’s your boss, not your friend. A custody battle is personal, not business.

      Despite that, and no matter how hard I tried to convince myself otherwise, I wanted to speak to him. I needed to check in and make sure he was okay.

      Before I could talk myself out of it, I hit the green telephone icon and pressed my phone to my ear.

      Damn it all.

      I cared about him. I wasn’t going to keep him at a distance when I knew he had to be going through a tough time.

      He answered surprisingly fast for a Sunday morning. “Good morning, Rose. This is a surprise.”

      His tone was cool but not clipped. I had to hand it to him. He’d really stuck to his guns about keeping things professional between us after the kiss.

      And the moment we’d had after he and Luke had walked me up that night after dinner. And okay, a thousand tiny moments between us since.

      Mostly professional, I mentally corrected myself. Knowing that we’d skated really close to that line so many times before made me feel better for calling him about this, though. It wouldn’t be the first time lines had gotten blurry between us.

      “I just saw the news,” I said softly, staring at the untouched bowl of fruit sitting beside me.

      “Oh.”

      I ran my finger along the edge of it, closing my eyes as I tried to imagine what he had to be going through. “Are you okay?”

      The line went quiet for a minute, but he was still there. I knew he was. It was like I could feel his energy even through the darn phone.

      “She’s not going to win,” he said finally.

      “That’s not what I asked.” When I opened my eyes, I could still see the haunted expression on his face that day. It was seared into my brain and it made my heart ache for him all over again.

      “I’m fine,” he replied after another beat.

      I sighed, shaking my head even though I knew he couldn’t see me. “I have a report I need to turn in to my professor and cancel my spa appointment. Then I’m free for the afternoon. Would you care to have lunch with me?”

      My breath caught in my lungs. That was way across the line.

      Jude paused, too. For a second, I thought he was about to call me out on being unprofessional or remind me that he was my boss and nothing more.

      “Sure, I’d love to.”

      That breath I’d been holding slipped out as a quiet sigh of relief. “Great. There’s a cafe just down the street from my hotel. Melanie’s. Do you know it?”

      “Yeah. I’ll meet you there at noon.”

      “I’ll be there,” I promised before hanging up.

      The report I had to send to Professor McDonald was just an interim update on my progress with the internship so far. I had to send one every month, but I worked on them throughout, and I only had finishing touches left to do on this one.

      My stomach was in knots, so I abandoned my fruit and went to get my laptop. Once the report was done, I sent a few emails, and before I knew it, it was time to go.

      I got to the cafe before Jude and found a booth in the courtyard. It was quieter here than out on the street or in the main dining room, but I thought he might appreciate some privacy. I doubted he wanted to be bombarded by fans today.

      As soon as I saw him making his way toward me, I could tell the upcoming hearing was weighing heavily on him. He looked as good as he always did in a pair of dark jeans and a white button-down shirt with the top button undone. His dark hair fell neatly across his forehead, his eyes were as dazzlingly green as ever, and that sexy, devil-may-care smirk was on his lips.

      But his shoulders were slightly slumped, and the smirk seemed forced. There was also a furrow to his brow that wasn’t usually there, and the skin around those dazzling eyes was tight.

      Jude dropped into the seat across from me, his knees bumping against mine as he settled in. The table between us was so narrow that his knee slid between mine and stayed there, but it wasn’t the time to focus on the things that did to me.

      I smiled, wishing I could reach for his hands or squeeze him or something. “Hey.”

      The smirk gave way to a tight but genuine smile, and his eyes softened when they met mine. “Hey, Rose. I’m glad you called.”

      So was I. Now all I had to do was hope I could keep my mind on being the friend he needed and not the growing need to hump his knee.

      It was right freaking there. It would be so easy.

      Cool it, tiger. Deep breaths. Be. His. Friend. No matter what. You can do it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          JUDE

        

      

    

    
      Rose’s phone call had been the best thing to happen to me all day. I’d spent the entire morning worrying about how things would go in court this week, and I needed a fucking break.

      Mom was out and about with Luke, keeping him preoccupied. I was more than grateful to her for it, but it had also meant the penthouse had been too quiet after I’d gotten off the phone with my lawyer.

      We were as prepped as we were going to be for court. Now I just needed to breathe. If I didn’t, I was going to blow a fucking gasket. I didn’t know what would happen if I did, but it probably wouldn’t be good.

      Considering that any slip-up right now could cost me my son, I just needed to get my shit together and keep it that way.

      The woman sitting across from me was the only person in the world capable of helping me do that today. In less than two short months, Rose had become something of a fixture in my life. She was a constant, always there, always patient, always surprising me with her wit or intellect.

      She was also still always tempting, even in the modest black top she was wearing today. It clung to her breasts but didn’t reveal anything, which I was both sad and happy about.

      Yeah, my feelings about her are super confusing.

      “How are you?” she asked in that same soft voice she’d used earlier. Somehow, it didn’t annoy me when she spoke to me like that. With any other person, I’d have been up in arms about being treated with kid gloves.

      With her, I felt cared for.

      “I’m okay,” I said. “I just want to get this over with.”

      “Lunch?” She gasped and clamped one hand over her mouth while the other flew to that damn chest I was trying not to stare at. An amused sparkle lit her eyes and the apples of her cheeks lifted as she fought a grin. “It’s not very nice to tell the person who invited you that you just want to get it over with.”

      I shook my head, struggling to keep the corners of my own lips under control. “That’s not what I meant and you know it.”

      She winked one of her big brown eyes and grinned. “I was just trying to lighten the mood. Did it work?”

      I shrugged. Truthfully, just being here with her had already lifted my mood. “Maybe. How was your morning?”

      “Oh, you know.” She waved her hand in the air dismissively. “It was fine. Probably not nearly as exhausting as yours.”

      “What makes you think I had an exhausting morning?” I asked, folding my arms as I caught her gaze. God, what I wouldn’t give to see those eyes first thing in the morning, hazy with sleep but soft and happy.

      I was well aware that my thoughts about her no longer even vaguely resembled the ones I used to have about women, but I’d also given up trying to fight my own fucking brain.

      Rose lifted one of her shoulders, and her hair shifted off it to expose the graceful curve of her neck. I only just managed not to groan as I imagined nipping her there. Why does she have to be so goddamn tempting all the time?

      “Oh, I don’t know,” she said. “Possibly because your ex is trying to take your son away from you and you’ve spent all morning on the phone to your lawyer.”

      I frowned, searching the chocolaty depths of her eyes. “Okay, seriously. How do you know that?”

      She lifted her shoulder again. “I know because I think I’ve gotten to know you a little in the time we’ve spent together.”

      “I think you probably know me better than anyone but Shane by now,” I joked, but it was also true. “I can’t remember the last time I spent as much time with anyone as we’re spending together.”

      “Same.” The bottoms of her front teeth appeared as she bit into her lower lip. I had to yank my eyes forcibly away from her mouth, but the worry I suddenly saw in her gaze had me forgetting how badly I wanted to taste those damn lips again. “Is it okay that I invited you today? I don’t want to force my company on you if you need a break from me.”

      “I don’t need a break from you.” What I needed was more of her, not less. “Did you get your report turned in?”

      “Yep.” She smiled. “I think my professor will be happy with it.”

      “I’m sure he will be. Your work is solid, Rose. You wouldn’t have turned it in if you didn’t think it was ready.”

      “Looks like I’m not the only one who’s gotten to know the other a little,” she said, her tone teasing but a flush spreading across her cheeks. “Speaking about getting to know people, how’s Luke doing at school? Is that other boy still giving him a hard time?

      I shook my head. “No, it’s been better. Sorry, I meant to tell you about it. What you said to him seemed to help a lot. I’ve just had my mind on other things. That’s why I forgot to mention it to you.”

      “I understand,” she said, leaning forward just enough that if I did too, our faces would be only inches apart. “What did Luke end up doing?”

      “He did what you said and asked the boy if he could help him. Can you believe that?” I raked a hand through my hair and sat back, my chest swelling with pride when I thought back to the talk I’d had with my son. “He’s only seven years old, but he’s already wiser than his dad. I’d have tried to solve things by punching that kid in the nose.”

      Rose laughed. “Why am I not surprised?”

      I shrugged. “As you pointed out, you have gotten to know me.”

      “Your conflict-management style does leave something to be desired, but whatever works for you. It probably just wouldn’t be the best idea for a kid.”

      “No, it wouldn’t have been.”

      A waiter came up to our table and interrupted us for a minute. We ordered without looking at the menu, mostly because it seemed Rose liked to come here often. I just copied her order and waited until he left us alone again.

      “Thanks for giving him advice,” I said. “You’re really good with kids.”

      “Kids are easy,” she said. “And clever. They suck up everything that you tell or show them, even when you’re not paying attention. When you do pay attention, it’s not always difficult to know what to say. You just have to remember that kids are kids, just like we used to be.”

      “I couldn’t agree more, even if I have a tendency of forgetting Luke is only seven sometimes.”

      “He’s a great kid,” she said. “I can see why you’d forget. He acts like a small adult more often than not.”

      “Yeah.” Reality came crashing back into my head as I thought about Luke, and I sighed. “That’s part of the problem. Audrey doesn’t even realize how perceptive he is. She thinks she can just do whatever the fuck she wants and he wouldn’t know the difference.”

      Rose dipped her head to the side, her fingers twitching on the table between us like she was dying to reach for me. Since I wanted the same thing, I reached out and threaded her fingers between mine.

      She took them immediately, giving me a slight squeeze but not acknowledging our contact otherwise. “I didn’t know how to bring it up or if you wanted to talk about it, but let’s get down to the nitty-gritty then. What’s happening between you and Audrey in court?”

      I sucked in a sharp breath when she said the C-word. I fucking hated hearing that word right now. I’d heard it more in the last few weeks than I had in the year before it.

      As painful as it was, though, I wanted to tell Rose about it. Maybe talking to her and saying everything out loud would help me make sense of it.

      I didn’t really know where to begin, but I figured I’d start at the crux of the problem, as my lawyer had explained it. “I’m not sure if you know this, but Audrey and I never got married.”

      “Okay.” She frowned. “Does that matter to the case?”

      “In our situation, it seems to matter.” Fuck. I’d never thought it would turn out this way. “Our relationship was already suffering by the time she got pregnant. I just hadn’t wanted to admit it. I thought she was it for me.”

      I made air quotes around the word “it,” shaking my head at how stupid I’d been. “Needless to say, she wasn’t. I proposed after we found out about Luke, but she turned me down.”

      Rose’s eyes widened. “Are you serious?”

      “As a heart attack. The problem is that since we never got married, we also never had to get a divorce. If we had, I suppose custody and all that would’ve been settled at the time, but it wasn’t.”

      “So she wants to settle it now?”

      “Nope, I don’t think that’s it.” I ran my thumb across her knuckles absently, trying to make sense of things while I spoke. “She left to start her life over after he was born. Luke stayed with me. We didn’t even have a conversation about it. Everything just fell in place that way.”

      “Why change it now then?” she asked, confusion and disbelief clouding her eyes. “If that’s the way it’s always been, why not just leave it be?”

      “Fuck knows.” I shoved a hand in my hair and gripped at the nape of my neck. “She thinks she can just steal him away from me, and she assumes that’s what he wants.”

      Frustration had turned my voice into an almost growl. I took a deep breath and tightened my grip on her hand, willing some of her calmness into me.

      It didn’t work. “The most frustrating fucking part of all is that he doesn’t want to go with her, but she won’t listen. She’s screaming from the rooftops to anyone who will listen that her little boy would just love to live with her.”

      “That sucks.” Rose’s fingers entwined more fully with mine. “I wish he wasn’t in this position.”

      “Yeah, me too.” She had no idea how much. “Audrey just won’t listen to either of us. She thinks I’m influencing him, but I swear I’m not. If he wanted to go, I’d have packed him up and driven him over there myself.”

      “I believe you,” she said.

      Hearing those words from someone other than my mother and seeing that Rose actually meant them made all the pent-up grief and pain come pouring out of me like a geyser.

      “I don’t understand why she’s doing this,” I said. “If I did, I’d give her whatever the fuck it was she wants from me. If it’s the penthouse, she can have it. Cars? Fucking take them. Just leave our son where he’s happy and taken care of.”

      Rose listened while I vented for the next twenty minutes. I told her the whole story behind Audrey leaving and how she was a perpetual disappointment as a mother. By the time I was done, we’d eaten our salads, and I was feeling better than I had all week.

      “Sorry about that,” I said as I took a long sip of my lemonade. “I shouldn’t have gone off on you.”

      “I’m glad you did,” she replied, a soft smile tugging at the edges of her lips. “We all need to let it out sometimes. I’m glad I could be here for you to do it. My only question is why wait until now?”

      “What do you mean? Why did Audrey wait until now?”

      “No. Why didn’t you tell me about any of this?” She stroked my fingers, holding me captive with the burning intensity of her gaze. “Why have you been pretending like everything was normal all this time?”

      I shrugged. “I’ve never been good at separating my business life from my personal life. If I brought it into the office with me, we’d never have gotten any work done.”

      She reached across the table and took my other hand, too. “We’re friends, Jude. You don’t have to separate anything with me. I’m here for you. I’d have stayed late and gotten the work done myself if that was what you needed.”

      While she’d been speaking, I’d inadvertently been drawn in. I’d made the mistake I’d been trying to avoid earlier, and now her lips were only inches away from mine. I was holding both her hands and the fire in her eyes was so fucking hot.

      Rose was beautiful, but when she got all passionate? It was a fraction away from impossible for me to resist her. What made it even more difficult this time was that she was getting this passionate about me.

      Kiss her, Jude. Stop being a pussy about it and just kiss her.

      But I couldn’t, despite what the devil in my head was saying. I promised her I’d keep it professional.

      So I pulled away.

      My hands, leg, face. All of it.

      The movement was abrupt but necessary if I wanted to keep my promise to her.

      “Did I say something wrong?” she asked, drawing her hands slowly back to her side of the table.

      “It’s not that.” I shook my head. “What you said was right.” That’s the fucking problem.

      “What is it then?” Hurt flashed in her eyes as she glanced down at my hands. It was followed quickly by worry.

      It dawned on me then what had to be going through her mind.

      “No, look, it’s really not that,” I said, but she still didn’t look convinced. “I promise, Rose. It’s not you. It’s me.”

      “What?” She frowned, her head jerking back. “Why does it sound like you’re doing a really bad job of trying to break up with me?”

      “Obviously, I’m not.” Aggravation filled my tone, and her eyebrows went up. Yeah, I need to stop digging this hole.

      It was confession time. Fuck being a professional.

      I wouldn’t hurt the girl because I was too much of a coward to tell her what was really going on.

      “It’s because I can’t stop thinking about you. Ever since our kiss and that night at the pier, you’ve been on my mind like a memory playing on repeat.” Since it was out there now, I didn’t see any reason to stop. “It’s driving me mad, Roselyn. I pulled away because if I hadn’t, I would have kissed you again. That’s the problem. See? Me. Not you.”
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          ROSE

        

      

    

    
      He’s been thinking about me? All the time? So much that it’s driving him crazy?

      My head started to spin. That really wasn’t what I expected him to say when he suddenly dropped my hands like hot potatoes.

      I’d been thinking about him, too. Obviously.

      Dangerous amounts of thinking about him.

      But before I could tell him that, he sighed and slumped back in his seat.

      “I’m sorry. I know we promised to keep things professional, but there’s something about you…” He trailed off, his eyes roaming all over me as if he just couldn’t help himself now that he’d said what he had.

      I felt like I was burning up under his gaze. His eyes were like twin flames setting fire to my inhibitions and making them disappear in a puff of smoke.

      Jude cleared his throat. “I should go before I do something I might regret.”

      I caught his wrist when he put his palms on the table to push himself up. Our eyes met again and the intensity of the need I saw in his knocked the breath out of me. “Please stay.”

      My voice came out as a whisper, but at least it had come out.

      Jude frowned, confusion flashing in his eyes as he slowly sat back down. Our gazes remained locked as we stared at each other silently. Apparently, he was as speechless about all this as I was right now.

      Because talking isn’t what either of you want to be doing.

      Suddenly, we were both on our feet as if we’d both had the same thought at the same time. The next thing I knew, one of his large hands was on my face and the other snaked around my waist.

      He yanked me to him just as I wound my arms around his neck and my fingers burrowed into his hair. My head dropped back at the exact moment that his came down, and then we were kissing.

      In the middle of a restaurant

      In. Broad. Daylight.

      And I didn’t give a damn.

      Having Jude’s lips back on mine was all that mattered. After all these weeks of staying away from him, of fantasizing in secret and lusting after him from afar, he was finally kissing me again, and I’d be damned if I was going to stop him.

      The hand on my cheek disappeared. For one terrifying second, I was afraid I wouldn’t have to stop him because he was going to do it for me, but then I felt his fingers digging into his pocket and I opened my eyes in time to see him drop some cash on the table.

      “Your place or mine?” he demanded between furious kisses, already dragging me from the restaurant. His grip was like iron on mine, but he wasn’t hurting me.

      Instead, everything about him like this turned me on even more. I didn’t think it would be possible for Jude to turn me on more than he already did, but that was before.

      It was like some switch had flipped in him and I loved every second of it. I’d never been with a dominant guy before, but I had a feeling that was about to change.

      “Mine,” I whispered. “It’s closer.”

      His jaw was tight as he nodded, readjusting his grip on mine when we hit the street. He didn’t look at me once on the way to my hotel, but something told me it was because he didn’t want to make a public spectacle of us.

      Besides, if he kissed me again, I wouldn’t put it past myself to climb onto him right here on the sidewalk. Jude marched like his life depended on it, but I kind of felt the same way. There was a sense of urgency that was only becoming greater the closer we got to the hotel.

      Another couple tried to get on the elevator with us, but Jude stopped them with nothing but a piercing glare. They shrank away from the doors and he jabbed the button to shut them.

      As soon as they slid closed, he was on me again. He walked us backward until my back smacked into the mirrored side of the elevator, but I almost didn’t even notice it.

      Jude’s long fingers wrapped around my wrists and he lifted them until I couldn’t reach any higher. Then he took both in one of his hands and pinned them there. His lips slammed back into mine and his free hand settled on my ribs.

      As it inched up toward my breast, I moaned into his mouth and arched my back to let him know what I wanted. Instead of giving it to me, though, he chuckled darkly against my mouth and shook his head.

      “Not here, Rose. Once I start touching you, I’m not fucking stopping. And I doubt you’re going to want an audience for that.” His voice was so rough and ragged that just the sound of it increased the severity of the ache between my legs.

      “Yeah, you’re right,” I whispered between pants of my own. “Let’s just get there fast, okay?”

      “Deal.”

      The doors opened several times, but Jude didn’t stop kissing me, and no one got in with us. His back was to the doors, so I doubted anyone had seen who he was.

      When we finally reached my floor, I brought my hands down to his chest to walk him out of the elevator, my fingers already working on the buttons of his shirt. His hands found the waistband of my jeans and I felt the button give as he deftly undid it.

      I dug my keycard out of my pocket and Jude took it from me, swiping it once before the light flashed green. We stumbled into my room, and he kicked the door shut behind us before flattening me against it.

      All the while, our lips hardly parted. When he molded his body to mine and I felt the length of him against my stomach, hot and so fucking hard it felt like he was hiding a steel rod in his jeans, I moaned again.

      He grinned, slowing his kisses as he ground his cock against me. I whimpered this time, tilting my pelvis in the hopes of getting him to rub me there.

      “Don’t worry, baby. I know what you want.” His voice was so filled with confidence that I didn’t bother to argue.

      “Give it to me, then,” I said instead, opening my eyes to glance down at his swollen lips. He growled when I swept my tongue across my own, slamming his mouth back down on mine.

      True to what he’d said, he did seem to know what I wanted, and he wasted no time in giving it to me. My clothes disappeared at a rate which should have been alarming but somehow only served to make things hotter between us.

      My nipples were so hard I was pretty sure they could poke someone’s eye out, but Jude didn’t seem worried about it as he sucked one into his hot mouth. He had my hands pinned again as soon as his were done ridding me of my pesky clothing, but he shouldn’t have bothered.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I moaned into the stillness of the room.

      He smirked against me, glancing up with that same heat in his eyes. They were darker now, though, seemingly almost pine rather than their usual bright emerald.

      “I’d fucking hope not,” he bit out. “I think I’d die if you tried, not that I’m planning on letting you go.”

      I rolled my eyes at him just to see what his reaction would be. “You’d let me go in a heartbeat if I told you to.”

      “Are you telling me to?” he asked, flashing me a grin so wicked I swore he was Lucifer himself as he dragged a hand down the length of my thigh.

      My breathing sped up even more as my head rolled back against the door. “Nope. Definitely not. The opposite, in fact. Don’t you dare stop.”

      “I won’t,” he said, lowering himself down onto his knees. Considering that I was totally naked except for my skimpy black panties, he was pretty much face to face with my bits. If I smelled my own arousal up here, it should have been mortifying to think about what he was experiencing down there.

      He didn’t seem to be turned off, though. If anything, when he looked up at me, there was even more heat burning there now than there had been before.

      Groaning as he brought his fingers to my hips and flexed them, he bowed his head like he was in reverence of something. “God, I’ve wanted this for so long.”

      “Same here,” I managed to say as I tried to make sense of his pose. When he dragged in a deep breath, I frowned. “What are you doing?”

      “Savoring every part of this experience,” he replied without skipping a beat. “I’m going to fill my senses with you today, Rose—until you’re all I can smell, see, taste, feel, and hear. I hope you’re ready for it.”

      It was official. Being with Jude was not going to be like being with any of the—admittedly few—other guys I’d been with. I’d never been spoken to like that, and even the words made me want him that much more.

      “I’m ready,” I whispered, not that I thought he was really expecting a response.

      Apparently, he had been. Because as soon as I gave it, he hooked his thumbs into my panties and ripped them off. Wait? That can really happen?

      When Jude smirked up at me, I realized I’d asked the question out loud. He brought both of his hands to the apex of my thighs and spread them apart but kept his eyes on mine for now.

      “Yeah, that can really happen. Do you have any other questions, or can I make you come now?”

      My eyes opened as wide as they could go, but I nodded wildly. “Go ahead. Don’t let me stop you.”

      He chuckled again as he ran his tongue a fraction of an inch away from my throbbing clit. “Thanks for the confirmation, baby. I think I will. Hang onto my shoulders, okay? I won’t let you fall.”

      The sweetness of those words contrasted to the very alpha way he was acting, but that just made this even hotter. “I know you won’t.”

      Not physically anyway. Emotionally? Well, that was a whole different story, but it was also going to have to wait for another day.
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      Every sound Roselyn made drove me closer to the edge. I’d been dangling off it since she’d caught my arm back at the restaurant, but now that I had her right here naked, glistening, and panting, I was one wrong move away from losing it.

      As it was, I could hardly breathe from wanting her so badly, but if I took her the way I wanted to right now, if I marked her skin and fucked her so hard she couldn’t breathe either, I wasn’t sure I would get another shot with her.

      It already felt like I was on borrowed time, like she might withdraw from me again and run away without looking back. I didn’t know what I’d do if that happened. I wouldn’t be able to endure more months like the past couple had been.

      Unfortunately, dragging in a deep breath to try to calm myself down only resulted in wanting her even more. Her musky scent enveloped me, grabbed me by the cock in a lubed-up fist, and pumped.

      I moaned, my hips jerking of their own accord. I dug my fingers into the fleshy part of her hip and licked my lips. Right. It’s go time.

      I’d meant it when I’d said I wouldn’t let her fall, but I was lucky as fuck I was already on my knees. As I spread her wide open, so pretty and pink and inviting, I knew I’d have hit the floor if I hadn’t already been on it.

      I couldn’t wait to taste her, so I didn’t. I tucked into her like she was my favorite dessert, which I was pretty sure she’d just become anyway.

      Rose wasn’t quiet or shy, or maybe she was just as far gone as I was. She buried her fingers in my hair and tugged at the strands, rolling her hips and murmuring my name.

      Her thighs started shaking and her grip on my hair tightened, letting me know she was close. I pushed two fingers into her slick channel, sucking her hard clit between my teeth and biting down gently.

      She flew over the edge with a loud cry, her muscles clamping around my fingers as heat gushed around them. My cock throbbed, begging for even the slightest friction that would let me find my own release.

      My moans mingled with hers until I felt her slumping, her knees buckling against me. I used the hand on her hip to catch her, sliding my arm around her and holding her steady.

      Without giving her time to catch her breath or recover, I stood and claimed her mouth once more. If she had any problem with kissing me while her juices were still on my lips, she didn’t tell me.

      Instead, she kissed me back and desperately clawed at my half-open shirt. I closed my fingers over hers, stilling them before I took over and got it off by yanking it over my head.

      With her hard nipples against my chest and her soft skin against mine, my cock strained against my zipper, aching with the need to be inside her. I picked her up against the door and guided her legs around my hips.

      She soaked the front of my jeans, but I didn’t give a damn. Breaking off our kisses, I pulled my head back to look into her eyes.

      They were glassy, but I didn’t see a single ounce of regret in them. I ran my nose along the length of hers, our ragged breaths mingling. “Hold on to me, okay? I’m going to carry you to the bed.”

      She nodded, pressing kisses to my brow, my forehead, and my jaw as I walked us over to the bed I’d wanted to throw her down on the very first morning I’d been in here. If I’d known then that she tasted as sweet as candy and made sounds that could make me come without her even touching me, I might not have held back.

      But the holding back was over now. Thank every deity everywhere.

      When I set her down on the mattress, I was surprised when she didn’t lie back. She stayed sitting on the edge, her gaze smoldering when it met mine.

      “Come here,” she said, licking her lips as she beckoned to me with her index finger. Her hair was a mess from having my hands in it, and she looked almost exactly like I’d pictured her in so many of my solo sessions over the last six weeks.

      The only difference was that the reality was so much better. I cocked an eyebrow at her but took a step closer to stand between her knees. “What are you going to do with me now that you have me here?”

      “Whatever I want,” she said, bringing her hands up to my waistband. They were steadier now than they had been just a minute ago, and she wasted no time undoing my button before slowly sliding down my zipper.

      She kept her eyes on mine as she ran her fingers along the elastic of my boxer-briefs, and I nearly lost it again when her teeth sank into that plump, swollen lip. “You’re playing with fire, Rose.”

      “Maybe, but I like heat.” She shot me a coy smile before lifting the elastic clear over the shiny tip of my cock, then finally broke eye contact to glance down at it.

      Both of us moaned when she did. I was harder than I’d ever been, wet and ready, but I wasn’t rushing this. “See anything you like?”

      “Yes,” she breathed, lifting her hand to run her fingers along the rigid length of my shaft. The featherweight touch of her fingertips was almost all that it took.

      I sucked in a shallow breath and saw as she noticed the way my stomach dipped when I did. A self-satisfied smirk tugged at one corner of her lips. “Close, huh?”

      “I can handle it.” So what if that came out in a hiss? “Do whatever you want, but know that I’m not leaving here until I’ve fucked that pretty pussy raw.”

      “Raw?” She shook her head, her smirk still in place. “That’s quite a challenge considering you’d need friction for that. Pretty sure I’m way too ready for you to find that kind of friction anywhere near me.”

      “You’ve got a smart mouth, Oxford.”

      “You’ve got a dirty one, boss man. Didn’t think I could keep up?” Something more than heat passed between us as she brought her gaze back to mine.

      A deep groan rumbled in my chest. “No, I knew you could.”

      Because she was perfect for me in every other way. Why wouldn’t she be everything I’d ever wanted in a sexual partner, too?

      Rose’s fingers opened up to wrap around my girth, stroking as she leaned forward to run her tongue all the way around the head. My hips jerked and that familiar pressure started at the base of my spine.

      Dear God, that felt good.

      “More,” I commanded, only vaguely aware that I was losing control. I respected this woman, and I’d never hurt anyone intentionally, but I was so fucking on edge and getting so much closer to it that I had a feeling this fuck would be harder than any other before it.

      Rose obeyed me without question, wrapping her lips around me and sucking me in as deep as she could go. I let out a string of curses, my fingers winding into her hair as I started fucking her mouth.

      It was so damn hot, so wet and fucking perfect. The slight roughness of her tongue found that sensitive spot underneath my tip and I lost it. Just lost it.

      She took me without so much as gagging once, letting me set a punishing pace until I was so close to exploding that I had to take a step back. No way was I coming in her mouth our first time together.

      “Grab my wallet,” I said as I stepped back, my breaths coming out hard and fast and my voice hoarse. “Back pocket. There’s a condom.”

      “You brought a condom to lunch?” she asked teasingly but did as I’d asked. Once she had the foil packet, she handed it over and pulled out two more before dropping my wallet back to the floor. “Never mind. You brought three condoms to lunch. Do you really think you’ll need all three?”

      “I might need more than that.” I ripped the package open and unrolled the latex before crawling over her onto the bed.

      Our eyes caught for a beat before I kissed her again, holding her as I lined myself up and settled with my hips between her legs. I slid into her heat easily, intent on stopping as soon as I was buried to the hilt to give her a chance to adjust.

      But I didn’t stop.

      Once I started, I couldn’t stop. My body took over and smashed itself into hers over and over again.

      “Jude,” she gasped at some point. “I’m going to—I need—”

      She never finished either thought, but she didn’t need to. Instead of reaching between us, I grabbed a pillow from behind her head and shoved it under her ass, using my pelvis to give her what I knew she needed.

      It didn’t take a minute before her nails raked up my back and her muscles milked my cock to give it up. I still didn’t, though.

      I needed more of this, more of her, and the single-minded focus wouldn’t let me give up just yet. As soon as I felt her body relaxing beneath mine, I pulled out of her and positioned her on all fours.

      She looked at me over her shoulder, spreading her legs as she gave me the smallest nod. Her hand went to her clit and the sight of it there sent me spiraling even further. I lined my hips up again and got back inside her as fast as I could.

      “Jude,” she moaned as I picked up my pace again. I saw flashes of her hand moving fast and groaned when I felt her fluttering around me again. “Come with me, baby. Please. I want my senses to be filled with you, too.”

      There was a hitch in her voice when she said it, and when I looked at her again, she had her lip between her teeth and her eyes were screwed shut. “Okay, Rose. I’m with you. Come for me. Let me feel you again.”

      She did, and this time, so did I. When I finally found my release, I let out a roar and bent over at the waist to wrap my arm around her and press my chest against her back.

      We stayed like that for a long time before either of us was able to move. Her heart pounded right along with mine, her hand on mine until she collapsed to the bed.

      I took that as my cue, rolling off her and taking care of the condom before collapsing too.

      My back hit the mattress so hard I bounced a little, but I almost didn’t even notice.

      “Holy fuck.” That had to have been the best fucking sex I’d ever had. I’d always been a bit more dominant in the bedroom than I’d been led to believe most other men were, but it had never been quite like that.

      I’d been wanting her for so long that I’d lost control for a little while there.

      “You can say that again.” Rose giggled at my side, her hands in her hair and her eyes closed. I didn’t think I’d ever heard her giggle, but I liked the sound almost as much as I liked her laugh.

      It was soft and feminine and made me want to do more nasty things to her.

      “Holy fuck,” I repeated, my vision still a little hazy from having come so hard that I thought I might go blind. “Are you okay?”

      “Define okay,” she said, lazily stretching out like a sexy, tempting cat.

      I rolled my head to the side and faced her, my gaze tracking every inch of her delicious body. The flush on her chest, her nipples that were still red and puckered, her swollen lips and the luscious curve from her breasts, to her waist, to her hips.

      I swallowed when I started getting hard again. Already. How is that even possible?

      It shouldn’t have been, but it seemed like, with her, nothing was impossible.

      But first, I needed to make sure she was really okay. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

      “Nope.” She popped her lips, a slow smile spreading on them as she opened her eyes and blinked like her vision was blurry, too. “Well, I mean, you did, but not in any way I didn’t like. I’m definitely going to feel it tomorrow.”

      I smirked. I couldn’t help it. I loved the thought of her walking around my office, reminded of what we’d just done with every step she took. “That was pretty fucking incredible.”

      “Yeah.” She sighed and rolled onto her side to face me, her big brown eyes suddenly shining with vulnerability. “But it wasn’t very professional.”

      I propped myself up on my elbows and stared down at her, my heart suddenly hammering for an entirely different reason than before. “Don’t tell me this was a mistake and we can’t do it again.”

      “I won’t.” Another giggle escaped her as she glanced up and saw the expression on my face, all traces of anything other than playfulness and humor vanishing from hers. “I promise I’m not going to run again or tell you we can’t do it. I should never have said it.”

      “Good,” I said, rolling over and pinning her down again. “Because I’m not done with you.”

      The way I felt at that moment, I wasn’t sure I ever would be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          ROSE

        

      

    

    
      Almost a month after that day in my hotel room, Jude and I were still going strong. It had been a little over three weeks that I’d been having a passionate secret love affair with my boss, and I was loving every minute of it.

      Jude was just incredible. He made me feel like a precious princess and a vapid sex goddess all at the same time. Before we’d gotten together, I never would have thought he could be the attentive, adoring boyfriend type, but he so was.

      Well, he wasn’t my boyfriend. Not officially anyway. We hadn’t put a label on our relationship, but I was okay with that. I didn’t need a label on it if I had him, and I did have him.

      For now anyway.

      Strangely, it turned out that he wasn’t as much of a slut as the tabloids made him out to be. In fact before me, he hadn’t slept with anyone for months.

      While he was a surprisingly good partner outside of the bedroom, he was a fucking dynamo inside it. The guy had stamina like I’d never seen before, somehow he knew exactly how far to push me, and always put my pleasure before his.

      But he also opened up to me, made himself vulnerable about his past and how much he wanted me, and somehow still managed to maintain absolute confidence throughout it all. It was uncanny, but it was also pretty much a dream come true for me.

      I’d always had a bit of a thing for the bad boys, the hot cocky types who had hearts of gold buried deep down inside. Which was exactly how Jude was.

      Sometimes, I wished we hadn’t agreed to keep things under wraps, but we had. And we’d done it for my sake.

      Not even Shane knew about us. He seemed to suspect something, but he hadn’t brought it up to either of us yet.

      Then again, he’d had a lot on his plate these past few weeks, same as the rest of us. Jude had won against Audrey in court, but Shane had picked up the reins whenever he hadn’t been able to be around.

      Maybe now that it was over, he would corner one of us. We’d have to figure out what to tell him when he did.

      At least the court case was over. Jude had to agree to pay more alimony to Audrey, but it was a small price to pay in his mind. The worst of all was that Luke hadn’t even seen his mother since. Audrey had fallen off the grid once she’d gotten her money, leaving her son in the rearview mirror.

      It was disgusting that she’d done all of it just to get more money out of Jude. She’d had no regard for Luke in any of it at all. The impression I’d gotten was that she also really didn’t care about the anguish she’d caused as long as she got her money. Last I’d heard, Jude suspected that she and her next victim after him were off on an island tour of the South Pacific. A friend of a friend had told him they wouldn’t be back soon.

      I shook my head at the thought and was then promptly reminded that I wasn’t alone and should’ve been working. “Rose? What’s wrong? Why don’t you agree that we should run the campaign separately?”

      I blinked, mentally giving myself a shake and refocusing my attention on my co-worker. We sat on the couches in the pause area, drinking coffee and having a brainstorming session.

      Jennifer was a blonde girl with big blue eyes and a brain the size of a continent. She frowned at me, pausing with her coffee mug poised to take a sip. “Rose?”

      “Yeah.” I gave her an apologetic smile. “I’m here. Sorry, I zoned out for a minute. No, I don’t disagree. I think we should keep the campaigns for the two apps totally separate.”

      “Good,” she said but then cocked her head. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “I’m fine really.” I sipped my latte and waved at another co-worker when he walked in.

      Jen twisted around in her seat to see who I was waving at, then narrowed her eyes in suspicion as a coy grin spread on her lips. “Jimmy? Is that who had you zoning out?”

      “No,” I protested, but my cheeks flushed. Obviously not because she was right about Jimmy but because she was spot on about it being a guy that had stolen my attention away from work. “He’s just a friend.”

      “But there is a guy, right?” she asked, scooting forward in her seat. “Please tell me there’s a guy. Who is he? Do I know him?”

      “Do you know who?” Jimmy asked as he dropped into the couch beside hers, pushing his glasses up to the bridge of his nose.

      “The guy Rose is seeing,” she said, keeping her gaze on mine.

      Jimmy looked surprised but rubbed his palms together as he eyed me, too. “There’s a guy? Who is he?”

      “There’s no guy.” I scoffed, but I was pretty sure my cheeks were turning redder and redder. “Don’t we have marketing campaigns to plan?”

      “We do, but that can wait. You must be really into this guy if he can pull you away from our fantastic company. I mean, this is just riveting conversation.”

      “It truly is.” I rolled my eyes, leaning back in the armchair I was on and propping my ankles underneath me. “So riveting, in fact, that we should be getting back to it.”

      “Soon,” she said. “Tell us about the guy first. Is it that hot, nerdy coder who’s working on our new online shopping platform?”

      “Nope.”

      Jimmy snapped his fingers. “I know. It’s not a guy. It’s Jen, right?”

      “Please.” She flipped her hair and sniffed. “If Rose was into me, she’d have told me. Right?”

      “Right,” I agreed. “Besides, it can’t be you. You just got engaged.”

      She grinned, lifting her hand and wiggling her finger to show off her brand-new jewelry. “If my fiancé wasn’t the greatest guy ever, I’d totally have given you a shot, Rose.”

      “Thanks.” I laughed and gave Jimmy a shake of my head. “You were way off base with that guess, bud.”

      He pouted, but his eyes were alive with humor behind his huge glasses. “A guy can dream, right?”

      “The only thing I’m dreaming about are those passes Jude supposedly has for Sick on Friday night,” Finn, another one of our co-workers who looked more like a pro surfer than a techie guy, said as he joined our little group.

      “What’s Sick?” I asked.

      His sapphire eyes snapped to mine, his jaw slackening as he pressed his hand against his chest. “What do you mean, what’s Sick? It’s only the sickest club in the city right now.”

      “Why would anyone want to go to a sick club?” I asked, my tone teasing as I raised a brow at him. “Also, that has to be the most terrible name I’ve ever heard.”

      He rolled his eyes, then tapped Jimmy on the shoulder. “It’s not sick as in flu. It’s sick like the synonym for cool. Ask ol’ Jimmy here. It’s one hell of a party.”

      “Sure,” he agreed, glancing at his friend. “But what makes you think Jude has passes for all of us? He’d have to take the whole regular Friday night crew. That wouldn’t be easy to get.”

      Finn punched him playfully in the arm. “Do you really think any club wouldn’t bend over backward for our fearless leader?”

      “Speaking of,” Jennifer interjected, lowering her voice. “He’s on the floor.”

      All four of us looked up to see Jude and Shane striding into the room. My heart did all kinds of flips and flops at the sight of him. So damn gorgeous.

      He caught my gaze and subtly inclined his head toward the busier cafeteria section of the pause area. It was almost lunchtime, so it was fast filling up over there. Whenever Jude had something he wanted to say to me and we were outside of the office, he chose either a really busy place or tried to catch up to me in an empty conference room or something.

      The memories of what we’d gotten up to in those conference rooms quickly warmed the space between my legs. I cleared my throat and dragged my eyes away from my sexy lover to focus on my friends and coworkers.

      I truly felt like I was part of the team here now, like I was more than just the intern. I laughed with these people all the time and we had so much fun together, both during office hours and outside of them. I really wanted to be able to tell them about my relationship with Jude, but I couldn’t.

      “I need to run something by him for a minute,” I said as I got up and set my latte down.

      “Ask him if he got those passes,” Finn said, his eagerness clear as a bell in his tone.

      “I’ll do that.” I doubted there was any truth to the rumors, though. If Jude was planning a wild night out, I was sure he’d have told me.

      Shane said something to him, then took off in the direction of the restrooms just as I crossed toward them. Jude’s brilliant eyes tracked every move I made, flashing with heat, possessiveness, pride and other softer emotions before he wiped them all clear.

      “Hey, Oxford,” he said when I was finally in front of him.

      My hand brushed the back of his in a discreet but totally necessary touch. Sometimes, I felt like I needed to feel his skin against mine more than I needed to breathe. “Hey, boss.”

      I heard him blowing out a sigh that sounded almost relieved before I took my hand away. Then again, Jude had been pretty forthcoming about being as affected by me as I was by him, so he’d probably needed that touch almost as much as I had.

      “I wish we didn’t have to protect your internship here,” he whispered, the guards falling away from his eyes for just a moment as they met mine. “I want to kiss you so damn bad right now.”

      “Same,” I admitted, rolling my lips into my mouth while trying not to think about his. “Thanks for putting up with the secrecy.”

      “I’d put up with a lot more than that for you,” he replied, still whispering. “Tonight at six, your hotel room?”

      “Sounds good to me.” I already felt my pulse spiking and my body coming alive in anticipation. “I can’t wait.”

      “Neither can I.” His pupils dilated, and he swiped his tongue across his bottom lip, sending a shiver of desire running down my spine. “I’ve had something delivered to your room. Put it on before I get there.”

      A surprised giggle escaped me. “A gift?”

      “For me, yeah.” His lips inched up into a naughty smile. “I’ll see you later.”

      “See you later,” I echoed, starting to turn back to my friends when I remembered Finn’s request. I grabbed Jude’s hand and held on to it for a second more than was strictly necessary before letting him go. “Is it true you have passes to Sick this weekend?”

      His brow furrowed, and he glanced over to where they were sitting. “No, why?”

      “Nothing.” I waved my hand, embarrassed when I followed his gaze to find my coworkers looking at us with confusion etched into their expressions. “Finn heard a rumor. That’s all.”

      Jude ran a hand through his hair and sighed quietly. “I didn’t have passes, but I think I might have to get some now. They’re staring.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I won’t say anything to them and they won’t spread rumors about me without asking me about it first.”

      His head tilted, those emerald eyes blazing into mine. “You sure?”

      “Positive.” I held his eyes for another beat before giving him a wave I wished could have been a kiss. “See you later.”

      “See you.”

      My embarrassment followed me all the way back across the room, my neck and cheeks heating when their curious gazes never left me. “What?”

      “Nothing.” Jennifer glanced across my shoulder to where I could still feel Jude watching me. “Ready to get back to work?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “Let’s take our lunch up to the conference room.”

      “We’ll meet you guys there in a minute,” she said to the guys, who were part of the team we were working with for the afternoon.

      Finn nodded. “Yeah, we’ll be there. Did he say anything about the passes?”

      “Oh, uh, no,” I lied. “I’ll check with him again later.”

      “Okay.” His face fell, but he shook it off and grabbed Jimmy to go get some food.

      Jennifer didn’t ask me anything on our way up, but she kept sneaking glances at me. I shifted the focus of our small talk to her engagement and upcoming wedding, and that got me off the hook.

      For the rest of the afternoon, I tried to keep working without thinking about what Jude and I were going to get up to later. Keeping my concentration on the work to be done instead of the man we were doing it for was difficult.

      It was definitely no easy feat with his name coming up all the time and his face dancing around in my brain, but I managed, mostly because I knew that the day would soon be over and it would be more than my fantasies of him keeping me up tonight.
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          JUDE

        

      

    

    
      “Thanks, Nathan,” I said, impatiently waiting the other guy out while he wrapped up the video conference we were on.

      He droned on and on while I spun my chair around and stared out at the harbor in the distance.

      This day needs to end now.

      The afternoon felt like it had been four years long, but in reality, it had only been about four hours since lunch. Close of business couldn’t come soon enough, though.

      When I’d told Rose I couldn’t wait for tonight, I’d really meant it. I was looking forward to some one-on-one time with her before I had to head home for the evening. Unfortunately, we didn’t get as much time alone together as I would’ve wanted, but that was the cost of keeping a relationship secret when there were as many variables to account for as we had to.

      Rose didn’t want to lose her internship, and I didn’t want her to. Plus, I didn’t want her to have to deal with the fallout of dating me. She’d be all over every magazine in Sydney within twenty-four hours. Not only would she be dragged involuntarily into the limelight, but Oxford wouldn’t look too kindly on her if something like that happened.

      But that didn’t mean it was easy.

      I didn’t get to sleep next to her or wake up with her nearly as often as I wanted to. We were always sneaking around and locking doors. Hell, I couldn’t even tell Shane what we were up to.

      “Jude?” Rose’s voice cut into my thoughts.

      When I looked up, she was standing in the door to my office with her purse slung over her shoulder. “I’m done with the development meeting, so I’m ducking out for the day. Do you need anything else before I leave?”

      Yes. You. She looked so beautiful standing there with tendrils of her dark hair framing her face after escaping from her bun, her face almost devoid of makeup at this time of day, and her sexy black skirt suit.

      “No,” I said after staring for a second too long. “You go on. Good night, Rose.”

      “Good night, Jude,” she replied, sending me a flirty little wink before turning around and letting the door swing shut behind her.

      It opened again almost immediately and Shane stuck his curly head in. “Knock, knock. Can I have a minute?”

      I pointed at my headphones. I’d muted the microphone while Nathan wrapped up, but I was technically still on the call. “I’m in a meeting and I’m heading out as soon as it’s done.”

      As if those words had somehow prompted Nathan, he finally bid us the fuck farewell. I yanked the headset off and let it drop with a clatter to my desk. “Why does that guy always feel the need to fill all the time he’s been allocated?”

      Shane shrugged and chuckled as he walked into the office. “Because it’s the time he was allocated. He’s allowed to fill it. Some people live for meetings.”

      “Yeah, the rest of us actually have to work to make our money,” I joked, but there was some truth in there. “What’s up?”

      I logged off of my laptop and closed the lid, gathering my stuff even as I waited for my best friend to reply.

      “I came to go over some PR stuff with you. Are you in a hurry to leave?”

      “Yeah, actually. I am.” I stood up and lifted my jacket off the back of my chair. “Is it urgent?”

      Instead of shaking his head and leaving my office, he frowned and walked farther inside. “Why are you in such a rush?”

      “None of your business.”

      He raised both his eyebrows, slipping his hands into the pockets of his jeans while lowering his head to one side. “Does it have to do with Oxford?”

      “I said it’s none of your business.” Sliding my drawer open, I picked up my keys and wallet before closing it again. “So, this PR stuff you wanted to talk to me about. Can it wait until tomorrow?”

      “Sure.” He sighed. I looked back at him just in time to see him scratching his jaw. “I hope you two are being careful.”

      My heart stammered over its next beat. Were Rose and I really being that obvious?

      As if he’d read my mind, Shane rolled his eyes and answered my unasked question. “I’ve known you too long not to know there’s something going on with you and Rose.”

      I opened my mouth to object, but he held up a hand with a fast shake of his head. “Just hear me out. I already know. You don’t have to lie to me.”

      “I’m not lying to you.”

      He exhaled heavily. “Look, just don’t be stupid, okay? The girl has a lot to lose and don’t forget that she has to go back to England in a few months. Do you really want to make saying goodbye harder than it has to be?”

      No, I didn’t. But it was too late now. Instead of admitting it, though, I brushed him off. “We’re just friends, mate. It’s not serious.”

      “Okay.” He chuckled. “If you say so.”

      “I say so.” It wasn’t an outright lie, either. We were friends, and it was still new, so it wasn’t serious.

      Shane’s gaze followed me as I walked around my desk to take my leave for the day. I saw from the flicker of doubt in his eyes that he didn’t believe me, but I didn’t try to convince him.

      The harder I tried, the more suspicious he would become. It had been a long time since I’d kept something from Shane. We didn’t gossip, but he usually knew about anything significant happening in my life. It felt strange to be hiding this from him now, especially in light of how significant my relationship with Rose felt, but it wasn’t my call to make.

      One day soon, though, Rose and I would have to talk about bringing him in on it. He managed my public relations, after all. There was every possibility we’d need his skills if word of our relationship leaked, and if we did, he’d be in a better position to curb the damage if he had a heads-up.

      “Be careful,” he said quietly as I walked out of my office.

      I waved without turning back, leaving him to close the door when he left. Shane had keys for every door on our floors of the building anyway. I wasn’t worried about leaving him alone in my office.

      Even the elevator ride felt longer than usual on my way down. Mental images of Rose in the gift I’d sent her occupied my mind, and the anticipation made the ride feel even longer.

      When I finally reached the sidewalk, I took in a deep breath of the ocean air to try to calm myself down. No matter how many times I had Rose, I never seemed to want her any less.

      Since my cars were too recognizable, I’d taken to walking to her hotel from the office. It was only a few blocks, and it was easier to blend in as a person than to try to hide a car worth more than some people made in a year.

      As I walked down the street, my mind stayed on Rose. I was so absorbed by thoughts of her that I bumped into someone. When I looked up, I realized I hadn’t bumped into him. He’d bumped his shoulder into mine on purpose.

      “Mr. Hudson,” the paparazzo yelled, raising his camera and sticking it in my face. “Can I ask you a few questions?”

      The guy snapped a couple pictures of me, but I kept my head down and kept going after flashing him a tight smile. He called out to me again, but thankfully, he didn’t seem to be one of those who’d follow me around for the rest of the day unless I lost him.

      I checked over my shoulder a few times, but he’d melted into the crowd. Relieved as I turned the final corner and the front doors of the hotel came into view, I blew out a breath and put the incident out of my mind.

      Rose deserved every ounce of my focus, and I was determined to give her what she deserved. I pushed through the double doors into the air-conditioned lobby, and one more elevator ride later, I was finally at her door.

      I swiped the keycard we’d gotten me for her suite, opened the door, and slammed to a stop in my tracks when I laid eyes on her as the door shut behind me.

      “Hey, boss,” she said, curling a lock of hair around her finger. She stood in front of her bed wearing only the sexy red lacy lingerie set I’d gotten her and a pair of sky-high stilettos.

      Her lips had been painted with a deep red shade of lipstick and shone under the soft light of the setting sun filtering in through the windows. She looked even better in it than I ever could’ve imagined.

      My dick reacted instantly, hardening to the point of it being painful, while my heart started sprinting in my chest. “Holy fuck, baby.”

      “You like it?” she asked, those delicious lips spreading into a teasing smile. “Someone left it here for me. No idea where it came from.”

      I reached up to loosen my tie, stalking toward her as I did. “Really? Well, whoever it was had good taste.”

      Before she could reply, I tackled her to the bed. Rose managed a squeal of delight before my mouth sealed over hers, where it would stay for as long as it possibly could.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          ROSE

        

      

    

    
      Jude and I landed on the bed in a tangle of limbs and clashing teeth as our tongues fought for dominance. His kisses were always fervent and passionate, but he was on a whole different level tonight.

      It was like he’d been starving for me for weeks instead of just days. I returned his kisses hungrily, as eager as he was. With all the buildup and anticipation since lunchtime and then arriving at the hotel to find the sexiest lingerie I’d ever worn waiting for me, I was raring to go.

      His muscular body pushed mine into the mattress, his one hand in my hair and the other gripping my hip. I loved feeling his weight pinning me down, having his hard cock grinding against my core, and feeling the vibrations from his chest in my own when he moaned.

      It made me feel petite, sexy, and wild. I hooked my ankles together behind his ass and bent my legs to bring him closer to me, to feel more of his weight.

      My arms wound around his neck as our mouths came together over and over. Jude groaned into my mouth and pulled back just enough to meet my eyes. “Fuck, Rose. What have you done to me? How is it possible to want you this much?”

      I dragged my fingertips along the elegant curve of his jaw, shaking my head as I stared into the incredible green depths of his gaze. “I don’t know, but whatever it is, you’ve done the same to me. It’s like I’m enchanted by you and there’s no way to break the spell.”

      “Enchanted,” he repeated, his eyes sweeping my face like he was cataloging every one of my features. “I like that word. It’s accurate. You enchant me too, baby.”

      One of his hands speared into my hair again, bringing my head up as his lips crashed into mine once more. The other hand slid from my hip to my bare thigh, his long strong fingers digging into my flesh.

      He kissed me fiercely, deeper than ever before, almost like he was trying to make me feel his need for me all the way down to my soul. Or maybe I just thought that because that was how I felt. I was all tangled up in this man, both literally and figuratively, and I’d never been happier.

      When we were together like this, it sometimes felt like my soul was fusing to his and he was giving bits of his in return. Our connection transcended anything I’d ever felt, and all I knew was that I needed more.

      My body came alive under his touch. Every nerve ending sparked with need until it felt like I was only being held together by pure desire. My clit ached, and I felt painfully empty inside. Rocking my hips against his, I silently cursed the few scraps of fabric that lay between us.

      I ran my hands down the powerful muscles in his back, my palms soft and my fingertips stroking and dancing as they traveled up and down. Jude shivered above me, soft sounds of pleasure filling the air between us.

      When I finally reached the edge of his waistband, I was desperate to get the damn pants out of the way. With Jude filling my senses again, all I could think about was joining my body with his.

      He lifted his hips to allow space for my hands between us but didn’t stop his feverish kisses. Working as fast as I could, I undid his pants before sliding my fingers underneath the elastic of his underwear and pulling it all down at once.

      There was no finesse to it, but it got the job done. Jude kicked them off, bringing his body immediately back to mine.

      His firm, solid length was burning hot against the thin lace of my underwear. I felt his heat on every sensitive, swollen part of my pussy and nearly came undone right there. Breaking apart from him for only long enough for him to pull his shirt over his head, it followed the rest of his clothes to the floor.

      Our chests mashed together, my nipples hard enough to cut glass against his smooth skin.

      I writhed underneath him, desperate for more pressure on my throbbing clit. Jude smiled against my mouth but indulged me by repositioning himself just right. He moaned when he felt my wetness through my soaked, barely there panties and allowed me to rub myself all over his hard shaft.

      “What do you need from me, baby?” he whispered as he lifted his mouth away from mine to catch my earlobe between his teeth and nip at it. While he did that, he rolled his hips so skillfully that I saw stars behind my eyelids.

      “More,” I breathed, my legs opening wider before I wrapped them around him again.

      “Then more is what you’ll have,” he promised, bringing his hands up to my breasts. They worked their magic there, tormenting my nipples in the best way possible.

      It didn’t take long before I was a shaking, panting mess. “Jude, please.”

      “Yes,” he hissed as pleasurable spasms racked my body. “Come all over those sexy new panties of yours.”

      Oh, good point. The thought occurred somewhere in the back of my mind. He hadn’t even undressed me yet, but I was so close I could already feel the first sparks racing through my body.

      I couldn’t help myself with him. He knew exactly how and where to touch me to make me desperate for him within minutes.

      Jude lifted his torso slightly off of me, his muscles tight with restraint and his gaze heavy. He kept pumping his hips into me rhythmically until I was right on the edge. My body started shaking not a minute later and my orgasm ripped through me like lightning.

      Before I’d even properly recovered, Jude grinned and slid his hand in between us. Pulling the panties deftly aside, he slid his fingers through my slick folds and pushed one right into me.

      A second finger joined the first, stroking me hard and fast while he pressed his thumb to my clit. I tumbled headfirst into another climax, screaming his name and belatedly hoping the walls were soundproof.

      “You ready for me?” he just about growled, his need coming off him in waves as he tore my panties from my body and positioned himself over me. “Please say yes, because I’m dying over here.”

      “Yes,” I managed to say past my dry throat, opening my legs farther.

      “I just ruined your gift, but don’t worry,” he said. “I’ll get you more. Next time, I’m going to unwrap you slowly, like a Christmas present.”

      Leaning his forehead against mine, his hands gripped into the sheets at the sides of my head and he thrust into me, letting out a loud cry as he buried himself inside me.

      He filled me, stretched me out in all the best ways, and hit all the right places. It felt so damn good that I felt myself hurtling right back to that exquisite edge.

      Sex had never been like this for me before. I used to be lucky if I got one orgasm out of the deal. With Jude, it was different. All he had to do was touch me and I was halfway there.

      There was a wild, hungry edge in his eyes that told me he felt the same. What he was doing to my body in his chase to find release was insane. I felt so much pleasure that my vision blurred and I screwed my eyes shut, focusing on how good he made me feel.

      Before I knew it, I was climbing again, higher and higher than before. Jude’s thighs quivered against mine and I felt his stomach dipping, knowing that meant he was so close.

      His cock pulsed and swelled inside me, his kisses taking on a staccato rhythm before he abruptly yanked his mouth away from mine.

      “Rose,” he gritted out, his brow furrowed and his eyes almost completely overtaken by the black of his blown-up pupils. “I can’t—I’m gonna come.”

      Digging my fingernails into his perfect butt, I thrust up against him. “Come for me, baby.”

      Growling, he tensed above me, his hips jerking as he found his release. Seeing him come triggered another orgasm of my own and I clung to him, riding out the tempestuous storm raging through me.

      I knew some people said that a powerful orgasm could make a girl glimpse the face of God, but I hadn’t experienced it before. When I reached my delicious orgasmic bliss, I understood how it was possible.

      Choirs of angels sang in my head, and I’d have sworn I saw a glimpse of heaven before the pleasure receded. Jude brought his lips back to mine, kissing me tenderly before pulling back.

      “That was incredible.” He kissed the tip of my nose. “You’re incredible. Stay right here. Let me clean you up. Then we might have time for a quick drink before I have to go.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          JUDE

        

      

    

    
      After I left Rose’s hotel room, I couldn’t help feeling like I was leaving a part of myself behind. I wanted her to come back to my place with me, and I wasn’t quite sure why she couldn’t. I hadn’t asked her, but I was thinking that next time I would.

      Luke and Mom wouldn’t say a thing to the press, and it wasn’t like my penthouse was the only one in the building. Even if it had been, she was my intern. If she got photographed entering or exiting, saying she’d been there to collect documents for work was a plausible explanation.

      On my way home, I decided I’d talk to her about it in the morning. I could at least ask her if she’d be interested in spending some time at the penthouse. Our relationship couldn’t develop naturally out in the open like I might’ve liked it to, but it didn’t have to be confined only to the office and her hotel room.

      My house was a safe space, too, and I wanted her in it. I would have to explain to Luke that she was my friend and would be visiting us sometimes, but he adored her. I doubted he would have a problem with it.

      As I walked into the house, I caught a whiff of roast chicken and garlic. A grin spread on my face when I realized where it was coming from. Mom had left dinner in the oven for me.

      God, I owe that woman a year-long trip to wherever she wants to go.

      “Hi, guys,” I called as I dropped my keys on the table in the foyer. “I’m home.”

      “Daddy,” Luke yelled excitedly from the living room. “We’re in here. Grandma’s show is about to start.”

      “I’ll be there in a minute.” I glanced down at my watch. It was eight, which meant I didn’t have much time to spend with my son before he had to go to bed.

      I’ll make up for it in the morning, I vowed as I went to grab the plate Mom had left for me. Her roast chicken and potatoes had to be one of my favorite dishes in the world.

      Carrying it to them, I smiled when I caught Mom’s eye and went to brush a kiss to her temple. “Thanks for this. You’re the best.”

      She returned my smile and sat back, but instead of turning her attention to the television, she tucked a leg underneath her and shifted to face me. “It’s an absolute pleasure, darling. I have to make sure you’re eating well with these long hours you’ve been keeping.”

      There was a knowing gleam in her green eyes, and it looked like she was fighting a smile, but I knew she wouldn’t bring anything up in front of Luke. I settled beside him on the couch and ruffled his hair, dropping a kiss on the top of his head.

      “How was school, buddy?”

      He looked up at me and shrugged. “It was fine. Geography isn’t fun.”

      “It’s not,” I agreed. “But it’s really important to learn about the world and our place in it.”

      Luke sighed, sticking out his lower lip. “That’s what my teacher said.”

      “Your teacher is just as smart as your dad then,” I said, grinning at him as I cut a bite of chicken. “You should listen to her.”

      “He always does, don’t you, honey?” Mom said before twisting around to look at the grandfather clock behind her. “Time to head upstairs, darlin’. Brush those teeth well, you hear? We don’t want to need a visit to the dentist soon.”

      His eyes widened as he nodded. “Definitely not.”

      “Well, you know what you have to do,” I said, pulling him in for a quick hug before he jumped off the couch. “I’ll be up in a few minutes to tuck you in. We’ll have breakfast together tomorrow, okay?”

      “Okay.” He grinned. “Will you make us omelets?”

      “If it’s a special request from you, you’ve got it.” It was the least I could do after missing so many dinners these last few weeks.

      Luke threw his arms up in the air and did a little jig. “Yay! Dad’s omelets. I can’t wait. Can we have breakfast now?”

      I gave my plate a pointed look. “I’m still having dinner, but the sooner you go to bed, the sooner it’ll be time for breakfast.”

      “Good point.” He flashed me another grin, then turned and rushed off to get ready for bed.

      The theme song to my mother’s favorite show started playing, but she reached for the remote and turned the volume down. I frowned at her and swallowed another bite of my dinner as I watched her giving me a curious onceover.

      “You don’t want to watch that?”

      “I’ll catch up later,” she said with a flick of her hand, her eyes coming back to mine. “Let’s have a chat first. How are you?”

      “I’m good. You?” I kept eating while she crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes at me.

      “You’ve been coming home later than usual these last three weeks,” she commented finally. “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing.” The answer came out way too fast for it to have been the truth, and apparently, Mom knew it.

      She arched a brow at me. “Nothing, huh? Are you sure it doesn’t have something to do with a certain American girl?”

      I sighed and used more concentration than necessary to cut and eat my potatoes. It was so good, rich and buttery but still crunchy. But unfortunately, Mom didn’t take the bait when I complimented her cooking.

      She just dropped her chin and stared at me. Since she already knew about Rose from our previous conversation and since I knew I could trust her, I relented. Besides, I really wanted to talk to someone about her.

      “You and Shane are too intuitive for your own good,” I said, exhaling another deep breath and sending up a quiet apology to Rose for talking to my mom about us when I’d sworn I’d keep it a complete secret.

      I’d come clean about it the first chance I got, though.

      Mom’s lips spread into a slow smile. “So that’s a yes?”

      “Maybe, but it’s not—”

      “You don’t need to defend your decisions, Jude.” She clapped her hands and leaned forward as she cut me off, excitement shining in her eyes. “I think this girl is good for you. You seem more like yourself lately, and you seem happier, too. Even Luke has noticed.”

      “He has?” My brows shot up. “What have you told him?”

      “Not much. Just that you have a new friend at work and that business is good.”

      I could’ve kissed her for that answer. “Thank you.” Relief bled into my tone. “I couldn’t have said it better myself. I just don’t really know how to handle this with him, you know?”

      “I know.” She reached out and laid her hand over mine, giving it a pat. “You don’t have to worry about him, son. He’ll be just fine.”

      “I just don’t want him getting attached to her. He already keeps asking when we’re seeing her again. Shane reminded me earlier that Rose has to leave in a few months and he’s right. When it happens, everything will go back to the way it was before.”

      Mom kept quiet for a long minute. I ate more, but the food suddenly didn’t taste quite as good. Eventually, she frowned and pursed her lips. “Why? Why does she have to leave?”

      “I told you she was here for an internship, remember? Well, it’s only got about another three months left on the clock and then her time at Hudson Technologies will be done.”

      “Do you want her time at Hudson to be done?” she asked, but the look she gave me said she already knew the answer.

      I shook my head. “Honestly? No, I don’t want her to leave. She’s only been in my life a few months, but it feels like it’s been much longer than that.”

      “And?”

      “And what?” I shrugged, wiping my mouth with the paper napkin I’d been holding beneath the plate before wadding it up and setting it all down on the coffee table. “It just feels like she’s been in my life for longer than she has. That’s all there is to it.”

      “I don’t think so,” she said. “I think there’s more to it. Talk to me, Jude. Tell me what’s going on in that head of yours.”

      I raked both hands through my hair, inhaling deeply as I said the words I’d been thinking but hadn’t been planning on saying out loud. “It feels like she was sent here for me and I don’t want to lose her. I don’t want things to go back to the way they were.”

      Mom smiled, satisfaction shining in her eyes as she nodded. “That’s what I thought. Tell her that then. If that’s how you feel, ask her to stay. Maybe she shoots you down, but maybe she doesn’t. Maybe she’s the woman who’s worth putting it all on the line for.”

      “I can’t,” I said, feeling the first fissure opening up in my heart as worry crept in. “It’s asking too much of her, Mom. She’s young. She’ll just be graduating with her Ph.D. There will be a whole new world of possibilities out there for her. She’s too smart for there not to be.”

      “So make Hudson Technologies one of those possibilities,” she said like it was the simplest, most obvious thing in the world. “Tell her how you feel, ask her to stay, and offer her a permanent position. You’ve mentioned a few times how meticulous her work is. It sure sounds like she’d be an asset to any company, regardless of your personal relationship with her.”

      “She would be,” I said. “Absolutely. But I don’t know if I can ask her to do that. Hudson Technologies might not be what she wants. I’m pretty sure offers are going to start rolling in for her any day now, and when they do, there will be other opportunities.”

      “This isn’t a choice you can make for her, honey,” Mom said quietly, understanding softening her eyes. “She needs to know there’s an option for her to stay and that you want her to take it.”

      “I know it’s not my choice, but I don’t want her to waste her chance on me,” I admitted. “There could be amazing career possibilities out there for her. I don’t want her to choose me and regret it later.”

      “Jude, you’re not a waste.” My mom’s voice was firm, her expression open and honest. “There might be other options out there, and I’m sure she’ll take those into consideration when she’s making her choice, but give her the choice. If she chooses you, it doesn’t mean she can’t pursue her career as well. Hudson Technologies isn’t the only company in Sydney. She can always look around here for another job.”

      “But what if that’s not what she wants?” I dragged my hands through my hair again. “I mean, hell, I didn’t want this. I didn’t want a relationship or to get involved with someone who has to leave.”

      “Sometimes, we don’t know what we want until we have it,” she said. “Let her have the choice. Then we’ll see what she wants to do with it.”

      That sounded terrifying to me, but I knew it was good advice. All I had to do now was decide if she was the girl I wanted to put it all on the line for, and if so, I had to hope to all that was holy that she felt the same way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          ROSE

        

      

    

    
      “Hey, handsome,” I said after I closed Jude’s office door behind me on Friday afternoon. “We’ve got about five minutes before our next meeting.”

      “Let’s use them well.” He wheeled his chair back and opened his arms for me, his eyes lighting up with a genuine smile. “I missed you.”

      I giggled, which I seemed to be doing a lot of with him. A lifetime of no giggling, and suddenly, it was like I was competing for the championship ring. But I couldn’t help it. “I just saw you an hour ago before I went out for lunch.”

      “Yeah, I know.” He pulled me into his lap and kissed the daylights out of me before brushing his lips to my eyes and cheeks. With his hard body beneath mine and our chests so close together, I felt my heart take off like it was determined to take flight. “But I still missed you.”

      The damn organ skipped about ten beats at his whispered words. “I missed you, too, baby.”

      He groaned, and I felt him hardening beneath me. “We really have another meeting starting in five minutes?”

      “We really do.” I ran my fingers through his soft hair and looked into the sparkling green of his eyes, taking a mental snapshot so I would never forget the way he was looking at me right now. “We probably only have about three left.”

      “Fuck.” He tightened his grip on me and planted another kiss on my lips before pulling back. “I guess that means we have to go back to being professional now, right?”

      “Right.” I stared into his eyes for another beat, laying my forehead down on his and soaking in the moment between us. “I’m learning so much, and I love being here, but I hate that we have to be so secretive. Stealing kisses is fun, but it’s getting old.”

      “I know.” He blew out a soft breath. “I actually wanted to—”

      He was cut off by a sharp rap on the door. Eyes filled with regret, he lifted me off him before calling out, “Give us a minute.”

      “Just one?” I teased, straightening my skirt and running my hands over my hair to put myself back together.

      Jude winked at me. “Thankfully, I know that you already know that joke is both bad and inaccurate.”

      He threaded his fingers through mine and lifted our joined hands to place a feather light kiss on the back of it. “We’ll talk more later. Let’s get to work.”

      “Let’s do it,” I agreed, albeit reluctantly.

      My reluctance disappeared almost immediately once the meeting got started, though. It was a negotiation for the development of new software that would be installed on an actual spaceship.

      I loved getting to work on stuff like that. It was so exciting, and Hudson Technologies seemed to have been built on stuff that excited me. There was never a dull moment around here.

      Not only did I learn a ton each and every day, but I was genuinely interested in Jude’s business. I loved being here, both at Hudson Technologies and in Australia.

      It felt like it was meant to be. I just had to figure out if it was where I wanted to stay. Then I’d bring it up with Jude.

      The rest of our workday flew by, and the next thing I knew, the office had cleared and it was just the two of us left behind. We were sorting through notes from our meeting and had to stay a bit later to finish some things up.

      “Did you ever get those passes for Sick?” I asked, glancing up at him sitting across from me at the conference table in his office.

      He rolled his eyes, that sexy infuriating smirk making a quick appearance. “Did I get the passes for Sick? Of course, I did. I can get passes anywhere in the city.”

      “Jeez, brag much?” I laughed.

      Jude shook his head. “Nope, not bragging. Showing off to this girl I’m trying to impress.”

      “You don’t have to impress me,” I said, but just because the words were true didn’t mean that my heart didn’t go all aflutter when he said stuff like that. “I already know what you’re working with, remember?”

      He shrugged. “Sure, but I like to think I can still impress you with my incredible clout on the nightlife scene.”

      “Because we enjoy the nightlife scene together so often?” I’d meant it as a joke, but his expression grew serious. Trying to salvage the moment, I stood up and walked around the table to him, sitting down in his lap again. “How about we go surfing again tomorrow?”

      “I’d love that,” he said, dipping his head back and practically purring when I dragged my fingertips gently across his scalp. “Let’s buy you your own board instead of renting one this time.”

      “That would be awesome.” I grinned, lowering my head to rest it on his shoulder. “Did you tell the others we wouldn’t be joining them for drinks tonight?”

      “Yeah.” My head moved with his body when his chest expanded on a deep breath. “I told them we were working late. When we’re done here, do you want to go grab a late dinner somewhere?”

      “Somewhere like my hotel room or somewhere like a restaurant?” I murmured.

      “Restaurant,” he said. “Or your hotel room. Your choice. There’s something I wanted to—”

      He paused when my phone started ringing. God Save the Queen was the ringtone I had set for Oxford, and when I heard it playing, I frowned. “That’s weird.”

      “What?” Jude asked as I leaned over and flattened myself against the table to reach my phone. He let out a soft moan. “Also, do you want to stay in that position when you’re done with your call? I’m loving the view.”

      I smirked at him over my shoulder, but when I saw it was Professor McDonald calling, my pulse spiked. “Hi, Professor. What’s up? Did I miss an important email or something?”

      “Hello, Ms. Joyce,” he said, his tone clipped. “No, I don’t believe you have. I’m calling because this is something I wanted to convey personally.”

      “Okay?” My teeth sank into my bottom lip. Something was wrong. I could feel it. “Is everything okay?”

      “I’m afraid not. Your internship has been canceled.”

      I fell into a stunned silence for a moment. What the heck?

      “Canceled?” I asked once I’d remembered how to form words. “What do you mean? Why?”

      “Your behavior has not been representative of Oxford’s principles. Frankly, you’re lucky it’s only the internship being canceled. You’re still on track to graduate at the end of the semester.”

      “I don’t understand.” There was a pleading undertone to my voice, but I didn’t care. It felt like my world was tumbling down around me. “Please explain this to me. Why? I’ve done everything you asked. I haven’t messed up at work or missed a report to you.”

      Confusion darkened Jude’s eyes. I was still sitting on his lap, but I was only vaguely aware of movement as he pulled out his phone. He must’ve put two and two together that something bad was happening.

      I saw him tap the internet icon on his screen, and a second later, his expression changed entirely. His body stiffened and his jaw suddenly looked like it had been set in granite.

      I frowned when I noticed it, then snatched his phone from his hands. There was a published article on the screen, and right there on the headline in big bold letters, it read, “JUDE HUDSON IS OFF THE MARKET, LADIES. HE’S SMITTEN WITH HIS AMERICAN INTERN.”

      Blood drained from my face and turned to ice in my veins as I scanned the contents of the article. It was all about him sleeping with his American intern, and my face was on the front cover.

      My knees went numb, and I realized I couldn’t hear anything but the blood rushing in my ears. I screwed my eyes shut and concentrated on hearing past that until Professor McDonald’s voice was back.

      “Your flight leaves on Sunday,” he was saying. “You’d better be on it, or you can find your own way back to London.”

      What? Sunday? That was the day after tomorrow.

      Terror froze me all the way down to the bone as my gaze snapped to Jude’s. Only one more day with him? How is this possible?

      “Please, Professor,” I begged. “This isn’t what you think. I can explain it. It’s not some affair or—”

      “That’s quite enough, Ms. Joyce. You will return to campus and finish your final semester, graduate, and never speak of this again.” His tone brooked no argument. “I’ll see you next week, Roselyn. Goodbye.”

      He hung up without another word. I managed to keep it together until Jude wrapped his arms around me and buried his face in the crook of my neck, whispering soothing words as he ran his fingers up and down my back. But once that happened, I fell apart.

      Right there in Jude’s arms, where I’d only be for forty-eight more hours, tops—depending on what time my flight took off.

      Fuck. I wasn’t ready for that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          JUDE

        

      

    

    
      Rose had said she needed some time alone after finding out her internship had been canceled. She hadn’t even wanted me to walk her back to her hotel, too afraid of fueling the rumors to accept my offer.

      So once again, I’d watched as she ran out of my office and didn’t look back. This time, however, I understood exactly why she had run.

      The woman had worked her whole life to be afforded an opportunity like this, and it had been snatched away without a moment’s notice.

      When I’d eventually gotten home last night, Luke had already been asleep and Mom had been reading in her room. Left alone to think about the evening and the call that had upended it, I’d gotten on the phone with Shane.

      He knew everything now and was helping me look into ways to control the damage caused by that article. We’d spitballed about the possibility of contacting Oxford and trying to set the record straight, but neither of us really thought we had a shot—not if Rose wanted to graduate from there without her degree being put at risk as well.

      Graduating with her PhD from Oxford University meant the world to her. There was no way I was taking any action that might put her at risk of not achieving a dream she was so close to that she could taste it already.

      After some back and forth, Shane and I had decided not to contact the university—at the very least, not before I’d discussed it with Rose.

      She’d messaged me a few times throughout the night and day, but she hadn’t taken any of my calls. A few times, I’d grabbed my car keys and was about to head over there to see her, but each time, my mother had simply given me a look and arched a brow.

      When I’d received a text from her about twenty minutes ago asking if I wanted to spend her last night with her, I’d been out the door like a shot. I hadn’t even needed to gather my shit. It had all been there waiting for me already.

      Almost twenty-four hours after the news had broken, I still had an awful taste in my mouth about the whole fucking scandal. Of course, it didn’t make it easier knowing that it was all my fault.

      If only I’d kept my distance from her, this never would have happened. Rose would still have been my intern and all of Australia wouldn’t be thinking she was my mistress.

      Last but definitely not fucking least, I wouldn’t be getting left behind.

      I scrubbed my hands over my face, bringing my forehead down to touch my steering wheel as I sat in the parking lot of the hotel. I honestly couldn’t believe this was happening.

      Just when I thought I might finally get to be happy again, the fucking press had ripped the carpet right out from under me. I still didn’t know how they’d found out about us, but I wouldn’t rest until I did.

      In the meantime, brooding in my car when I could be upstairs spending time with my girl was downright stupid. I took one last breath to control my rapidly spiraling thoughts before I went up to her room—probably for the last time.

      The mere thought was almost as painful as a punch in the nuts.

      When I got up to Rose’s room, it was immediately obvious that I wasn’t the only one struggling. She looked up as I walked in, her eyes glassy with tears and her cheeks blotchy.

      Her suitcase was lying open on her bed, but it didn’t have much in it yet.

      “Jude.” Her voice cracked. “I’ve been trying to pack all day, but nothing fits in.”

      I walked up to her and held out my hands, taking hers before wrapping them around my waist and folding my arms around her. Hugging her to my chest as tight as I thought I could without crushing her, I rested my chin on her head. “It’ll fit. I’ll help you pack later. I promise.”

      Almost immediately, sobs started wracking her body, and it shook against mine. “How could this have happened?”

      The words came out muffled with her head tucked into my chest, but I heard them clearly enough. I heard the anguish in them clearly enough too, and it nearly fucking broke me.

      My insides twisted, and blinding rage tore through me for a moment. If I found out who was responsible for this, there would be hell to pay.

      But for now, I didn’t know. All I could do was hold on to this woman for every minute we had left. “I wish I had an answer for you, baby, but I don’t know.”

      “We were so careful,” she managed to get out between sobs. “Did you tell anyone?”

      “Just my mother,” I admitted. “But she’s not responsible for this.”

      “You told your mother about me?” she asked, drawing back just far enough to glance up at me.

      I nodded, a smile touching my lips. “To be honest, she kind of already knew before I even told her. I promise the tip to the media didn’t come from her. She despises them.”

      “I can imagine.” Rose burrowed herself back into my chest. “I’d hate people who wrote such shit about my child, too.”

      I laid my head down on top of hers again and planted a kiss on her hair. “It’s not all lies. They may not always have had the whole story, but that’s my fault as much as it is theirs. I didn’t give a fuck about my reputation and it’s bitten me in the ass a few times.”

      “But now?” she asked, her voice cracking again. “Now you care and the entire country thinks you’re shacking up with me.”

      “I don’t care what they think,” I mumbled, breathing in the sweet scent of her shampoo as I stroked my fingers through her hair. “All I care about is you.”

      “I just want to have had a say, you know?” A shudder ran through her and she tightened her grip on me. “I’m not ready to leave, Jude.”

      “I know, baby. You worked really hard to get here.” Which was what pissed me off more than anything else about this situation. The media didn’t know Rose, nor did they know anything about her life or how much dedication it had taken for her to get this far.

      All they knew, or suspected rather, was that she was fucking a guy they liked to take pictures of and gossip about. It was ridiculous that her hard work was being overshadowed by who she entered into a relationship with.

      Before I could voice my thoughts about the unfairness of it all, Rose shook her head and sniffled, bringing me back to the present. “It’s not that. I’m not ready to leave you, Jude. I’m going to go back to campus and I’m going to finish my PhD and I’m going to set my professor straight. But I… I wanted more time together. You know? To figure out what this was.”

      My heart missed a beat or two. I exhaled a quiet breath, trying to keep my own feelings at bay. The last thing she needed to know was how pissed off I was.

      “So did I,” I murmured softly.

      She released me suddenly and took a step back, folding her arms over her chest and licking her lips. “Did you see this lasting longer than just the six months of my internship?”

      I nodded without a moment’s hesitation. “Yes. Definitely.”

      “Me too.” She sank onto the bed beside her suitcase, slamming it closed and pushing it onto the floor with a dull thud. “And it all got ruined because of some asshole with a camera.”

      “Hey, look at me,” I said when she glared at the suitcase so hard it was like she was hoping it might burst into flames and she wouldn’t be able to leave. I crossed to the bed in two strides and went to stand in front of her, sinking down to my knees and capturing her cheeks between my hands. “Look at me, Roselyn.”

      Slowly, she lifted her misty gaze to mine. The pain and disappointment in the brown depths of her eyes made me want to rip the dick off of whoever was responsible for this.

      “I don’t want to leave yet,” she repeated, her voice shaky. “There was still so much I wanted to see and do with you by my side. I was looking forward to every minute of the next three months that we’d have together, and I thought we’d have time to figure out what our next step would be.”

      “We still have time,” I said.

      She shook her head again, a fresh round of tears welling on her lower lids. “Not enough. I have to be at the airport in sixteen hours.”

      “Sixteen hours is better than nothing.”

      She was right. It wasn’t nearly enough, but three months wouldn’t have been, either.

      But if sixteen hours was all we had, I was determined to make the most of them. I stroked my thumbs across her cheeks, gathering up the wetness tracking along her skin.

      “Don’t cry, Roselyn,” I whispered, pleading with her even though I couldn’t remember the last time I’d done that. “I’m still here. I’m not going anywhere.”

      She looped her arms around my neck and lowered her head, biting her lip as she squeezed her eyes shut and pressed her forehead to mine. “I know you’re not, but I am. We have sixteen hours left, Jude. That’s it.”

      “For now,” I said. “That’s it for now.”

      There were about a hundred things we needed to discuss, but instead of bringing up any of it, I slid my index finger under her thumb and lifted her head.

      When her eyes were level with mine, small droplets still dangling from her long lashes, I kissed the corner of each one. Her tears were salty on my lips, but I needed them to go away. I would have taken every ounce of pain away from her if I could.

      I also needed to be close to her. Just one last time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          ROSE

        

      

    

    
      Jude tugged me into his strong chest, devouring my tear-stained lips as if he could kiss away the pain inside me. I wished he could, but I also wished I could have done the same for him.

      He was doing a much better job than I was at hiding it, but I could tell he wasn’t exactly thrilled about our imminent separation either. The difference was that I had no idea what was waiting for me on the other side, whereas at least he had a job and a home to go back to.

      A bittersweet feeling spread through me as we kissed like breathing was optional. On the one hand, it felt like we were both saying goodbye. On the other, I wasn’t sure if I would ever really be able to say goodbye to him.

      That same electricity we’d always had crackled through my entire body and worked its way underneath my skin. Despite our shitty circumstances, desire flowed like a living thing between us, taking hold of every rational thought until it shut out all the hurt and uncertainty and even the dull ache in my heart.

      I grabbed hold of the respite with both hands as I shut out all the bad and focused only on the good. Because no matter what anyone said, what Jude and I had was good.

      He kissed me like he knew it too, like he just couldn’t stop. Without breaking the kiss or taking our hands off of each other, we lay back on the bed and his kisses turned gentle. He kissed me as if he was committing my mouth to memory, roaming and exploring as he dipped his tongue possessively into my mouth.

      His hands skated up and down my sides and across my stomach, his hips resting on the bed beside mine. I felt his erection growing, but he didn’t seem to be in any rush to do anything about it.

      While he wasn’t always as controlling in the bedroom as he had been our first time together, this was definitely different from any other time before it. It was tender and soft and almost loving.

      I couldn’t think that way, though. Not now. Not unless I wanted to start crying again, and I really didn’t. I’d done enough crying in the last day to keep me going for a while.

      I didn’t want to ruin our night by dissolving into a puddle of pitiful emotion in his arms. If we were saying goodbye, which I knew we were even if I wasn’t sure how long it would be for, I wanted to give him something to remember me by.

      Body and soul, I belonged to him tonight. And I wanted him to belong to me.

      I moaned when he ran his thumb just underneath my nipple, arching my back to try to press my breast into his palm on his next pass. He lifted his head away from mine, his lips brushing against mine as he spoke.

      “I didn’t come here for this tonight, Rose. If you want me to help you pack and hold you until you fall asleep, I’d be happy to.”

      “No, I want this,” I whispered, tears stinging my eyes because whether it was sweet or dirty, Jude always seemed to know just what to say. “I’m going to miss you so much.”

      He brought his hand to my face, stroking my cheek with the backs of his fingers. “Me too, but we still have sixteen hours, remember?”

      “Yeah, I remember.” I forced a smile to my lips, snaking my hand down between us to stroke the rock-hard length of his cock. “I hope you didn’t have any other plans for this guy tonight.”

      “Nope, both of us are all yours.” Jude groaned, screwing his eyes shut and grinding his jaw, his pulse beating in his neck.

      “Good, because I plan on giving you a proper sendoff.” I gently extricated myself from our tangled limbs and stood up beside the bed. His eyes followed me hungrily, but there was a still a gleam in them I didn’t like.

      I guess we’re both going to be struggling with our emotions while we’re doing this.

      Slowly, I began to unbutton my shirt. I couldn’t change what had happened, but I could distract him and have him do the same for me. “Let’s not think about anything but each other for the rest of the night, okay? Just you and me. Jude and Rose.”

      His jaw tightened. “I’m trying.”

      “So am I.” I met his emerald gaze dead on. “The outside world has already stolen the next three months from us. Let’s not allow it to steal our last hours, too.”

      “Doing my best here.” His eyes tracked my hands as I finished with my buttons and shrugged out of the shirt, letting it fall carelessly to the floor. “Fuck, I love that bra.”

      “You should,” I teased as I glanced down at the white lace covering my breasts. “You picked it out.”

      “I’m keeping it,” he proclaimed suddenly, looking up to wink at me. I appreciated that he was trying to lighten the mood, too.

      The atmosphere in the air was still heavy with a unique blend of regret, guilt, lust, and sadness, but lust was definitely winning out. I reached behind my back and unhooked the metal clips, then flung the scrap of fabric at his face.

      “Sure, you can have it, but I’m not sure it will fit you.”

      He let out a bark of surprised laughter before catching it in his powerful fist. “I wasn’t planning on wearing it. I’ll just keep it in my nightstand with my lube.”

      “Always so charming,” I said, unzipping my pants after popping open the button. “Next thing, you’re going to tell me you want my panties, too.”

      His pupils dilated as I stepped out of my clothes. “I wouldn’t say no if you’re offering. That’s for sure.”

      Standing before him in nothing but my birthday suit, the way he looked at me made me feel like I was wearing the finest ball gown. His gaze caressed every inch of my exposed skin, his demeanor changing as it lingered on my breasts before traveling lower.

      When he looked up into my eyes again, it seemed the lust had finally properly done its thing. He’d managed to shake any hint of turmoil, and all I saw now was burning heat and raw need.

      A job well done. Now all I had to do was shove my own feelings all the way down.

      Thankfully, it wasn’t all that difficult to do when he looked at me like that. Wetness pooled in my core under that gaze and my clit began to throb.

      “Come here, beautiful,” he rasped out, sitting up on the bed and holding out his hands.

      I took them, climbing into his lap to straddle him. He kissed a path from my bare shoulder, along my collarbone until he nipped at the soft skin in the crook of my neck.

      “I don’t know what I’m going to do without you,” he said.

      I put my finger over his lips and started moving my hips, moaning when I felt the swell of his cock against me. “We’re going to stay in touch, right?”

      “Right.” Our eyes met, locked. He grabbed my hips and rolled us over so my back hit the mattress and he was on top of me. “Can we agree that neither of us will fuck anyone else for the time being?”

      “Yes.” I didn’t even need to think about it. “I’m yours, Jude. No matter where in the world I am.”

      Every last inhibition I had was gone, it seemed. “Are you mine?”

      “I have been all along.” He littered my jaw with kisses, giving my nose, eyes, and even my forehead the same treatment. “So we agree?”

      “We agree,” I whispered, not trusting my voice enough to try to use it.

      We were walking such a tightrope of emotion tonight, but Jude pushed me back to the right side of it when he moved down to my chest and sucked a pebbled nipple into his hot mouth, groaning when I hummed a pleasured sound at the back of my throat.

      His hand moved to my mound, his long fingers painfully close to where I wanted them. “No other man is going to touch this pussy. You understand that?”

      “I do,” I whimpered, rocking against his hand on my mound. “But you know our agreement means no one else is touching your cock either, right?”

      “Right,” he bit out. “You better get ready for a lot of late-night fucking phone calls.”

      “Fucking phone calls, huh?”

      He groaned at my pun, burying his head in my chest. “I’m going to need video calls, too.”

      “You got it,” I muttered as his fingers dipped even lower. At the same time, he pressed down on my clit and circled it until I let out a low moan.

      “Jude, please.”

      He licked a path between my breasts and back up to my mouth, kissing me senseless as he wordlessly gave in to what I’d begged him for. One of his thick fingers slid into me while he continued those tight, maddening circles.

      Exquisite bursts of pleasure shot from my core, curling my toes and reducing me to a shivering, mewling lunatic in need of one thing and one thing only. Jude.

      My hips bucked, and I was pretty sure my kisses grew sloppy, but his strong body and hands kept me right where he needed me. No matter how much I thrashed around, he didn’t break his rhythm until I saw fireworks exploding behind my eyelids.

      My first orgasm hit me hard and fast, but despite how powerful it was, I still needed him more than ever as soon as I came down. “I want you, Jude. Now. Please.”

      He groaned against my mouth. “I thought we’d already covered that. You have me, baby. Unless you mean that you need me inside you already?”

      “Yeah, that.” I’d never felt quite so empty before. It was like I needed him to complete me. But I’d gotten enough of my wits back to know better than to tell him that.

      He practically ripped the clothes he was still wearing from his body, pulling a condom from his wallet before he dropped it to the floor. He stood in front of the bed, letting me look at him like he had done with me earlier.

      Jude’s was perfection, all the way from the hard ridges on his abdomen, to the narrow hips that tapered down to a thick, long erection that saluted me like it would never go down again, and the colorful ink that ran down his arm.

      He ran out of patience when my gaze jerked back to his cock and he crawled back onto the bed, positioning himself at my entrance. The broad head nudged me open, and he looked deeply into my eyes as he paused before sinking in.

      “I can’t believe you’re leaving tomorrow. You’re everything I’ve ever wanted, Oxford. Don’t forget it.”

      I caught his handsome face between my hands. “Right back at you, boss man.”

      He let out a low growl, pressing his lips to my neck. His hard cock pushed harder at my seam as he buried himself slowly, deliberately, watching my every facial expression as he did.

      “Fuck,” he breathed as he edged in, his eyes never leaving mine.

      I ran my hands through his hair and down the ropes of muscle in his back, tilting my pelvis and winding my legs around his. When he was all the way in, his eyes blazed with the need to move. “Are you okay with slow tonight?”

      “Perfect,” I whispered against his lips.

      He finally started moving with sure, steady strokes. Slowly but with purpose like I’d never felt before.

      Pleasure filled my body again almost instantly, wiping away any lingering doubts about the whispered promises we’d made to each other or worries that he wouldn’t fulfill them. Jude rocking into me was all that mattered, his muscular body pushing me into the mattress and his soft moans in the ears.

      His breathing soon became as ragged as mine, but he was still gentle, still doing something to me we hadn’t done together before. The perfect pace he kept drove me closer and closer to another climax until, with one final thrust, my world shattered into a thousand pieces as the knot of tension he’d been winding tighter released in yet another mind-blowing orgasm.

      Jude kept going, stroking me through it with reassuring murmurs. When I finally surfaced again, he was staring at me with heavily lidded eyes. “I want to see you come one more time. Think you can do that for me?”

      “Yes,” I breathed because there was nothing I wouldn’t give him. Plus, no one would complain about a gorgeous guy asking them to have one more orgasm.

      He flipped us over so I was on top, allowing me to take control. Anchoring my knees on either side of his hips, I started riding him and soon got lost in the pleasure of it again.

      The muscles in his thighs started to quiver and his hands went to my hips, fingers flexing hard as he drove into me more forcefully. He was nearly there, and just knowing it put me on the same path.

      Jude slid one of his hands in behind my neck and brought my lips back to his, nipping at my mouth as he started shaking, loudly moaning my name. His orgasm poured into me with a twitch of his cock deep inside, and that was all I needed before the fireworks exploded all over again.

      I collapsed onto his chest and he stroked my back, but neither of us moved any more than that for a long time. Our situation would come crashing back down around us, and I wanted to avoid it for as long as I could.

      When we were both breathing normally again, he pulled me into a long, deep kiss. Then he fixed me with concerned eyes. “Do you mind if I stay the night? I really don’t want to go just yet.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 36

          

          JUDE

        

      

    

    
      Rose was silent on our way to the airport. Her hand was in mine, but her head was turned, and her eyes were glued to the landscape rushing by.

      “You okay?” I asked, giving her hand a light squeeze.

      She sniffed softly, sighing as she shook her head. “Not really, but there’s nothing I can do about it. I just have to buck up and face the music.”

      “I wish I was going with you,” I murmured.

      A sad smile only just lifted the corners of her lips. “We talked about this earlier, Jude. I need to do this by myself. It’ll look worse if you show up with me.”

      “I know. I’m just…” I trailed off, speechless for once in my miserable fucking life.

      Rose ran her thumb along the length of my finger, shifting in her seat to look at me. “I feel the same way.”

      “I know.” Neither of us had the words, but I didn’t doubt she knew exactly how I felt and really did feel the same way.

      She swiped a finger under her eye, sniffling again before letting out a laugh. “I’m so much sadder than I thought I’d be.”

      “Same.” There was an ache in my chest that just seemed to be getting worse the closer we got to the airport. “But we’re going to figure this out, baby. The most important thing is you getting your degree. Once that’s done, we’ll take it from there.”

      “Yeah,” she agreed, but her voice trembled and so did her lower lip. She sucked it into her mouth and cleared her throat, giving herself a visible little shake before attempting a smile. “I promised myself I would keep it together when you dropped me off, but maybe we should’ve just said goodbye at the hotel.”

      “Bullshit.” I wanted every last minute I could get with her. “There’s no way I would send you off in the hotel shuttle.”

      “So you said, but we really should avoid a scene at the airport. The last thing we want is to give the tabloids more cannon fodder.”

      “I don’t give a fuck about them,” I just about growled. “I’m not ashamed of you, Rose, nor am I ashamed of our relationship. If you didn’t have to go back to England to finish your degree, I’d have handled this a whole lot differently.”

      As it was, Shane was setting up interviews for me. He referred to it as damage control. I thought of it as setting the record straight.

      I might have no control over Oxford or the route they’d chosen to follow, nor would I interfere with that unless Rose asked me to, but I wasn’t taking this lying down on my end. I wouldn’t say anything that might jeopardize her future on the other side of the pond, but this was my fucking city. I wasn’t about to let anyone in it think of Rose as my mistress or some intern trying to sleep her way to the top in the hopes of snagging a rich husband.

      Late last night, I’d texted Shane that I was ready to start talking immediately, and by this morning, he’d had five different journalists lined up. It only killed me that my hands were tied on the Oxford front.

      I’d thought about pulling some strings to get Rose an opening to finish her degree at one of our Australian universities, but I knew that wasn’t what she wanted. Plus, if it came out that I’d had any hand in getting her in, it would place an irreparable stain on her reputation.

      So this was what I had to do. I had to say goodbye to her so she could achieve her dream. It was only three months, and I planned on using that time wisely. I wouldn’t be sitting on my hands, doing nothing but waiting for the storm to blow over. That was for fucking sure.

      When we got to the airport, I found a parking space in the short-term lot and got Rose’s bag out of the car. Then I took her hand and tugged her into my side. We weaved our way through the crowds of people coming and going, not saying much but holding on to each other for dear life.

      A few people noticed me, but no one approached today. The fuck-off vibe I knew I was giving off had to be working. I didn’t even get a wave or a smile. People just tucked their chins in and kept walking. It suited me just fine.

      A long line of people snaked from security, and Rose and I came to a standstill just off to the side of them. I let go of her suitcase to take both of her hands in mine. “So, I guess this is it, huh?”

      “Yep.” Her voice was small, but she was keeping her promise to herself and holding it together.

      “Good luck at Oxford, darling. If you need anything at all, you’ll let me know, right?”

      She gave me a slight nod. “Yeah, of course. Thanks for everything, Jude. I learned more at Hudson Technologies in just three short months than I have in years of studying.”

      “I’m happy I could help.” I just wished I hadn’t tanked her reputation with the institution in the process. “If they give you any shit at all, just—”

      She cut me off by lifting up on her tiptoes and pressing a kiss to my lips. “I know. If they give me any shit at all, I’ll call you.”

      I bowed my head to rest my chin against her temple, my breath moving her hair as I talked. “I’m going to miss you, Rose.”

      “Same here,” she said, her voice tight. “I’ll never forget everything you’ve done for me and—”

      “Stop talking like you’re never going to see me again.” The ache in my chest intensified. “I know how planes work. If you ever need me, I can be there within twenty-four hours.”

      She rested her head against my chest. “Yeah, but your life is here, Jude. I could never take you away from Luke or the company.”

      “Hey.” I slid my finger in beneath her chin and lifted it until I was looking into those soulful brown eyes. “You wouldn’t be taking me away from anything. I promise.”

      Her eyes filled with tears, but she didn’t let them fall. “Okay.”

      “Okay.” Our gazes held, my full attention on her. I didn’t give a fuck about who saw us together like that or what they thought. “Are you sure you have everything you need for your flight?”

      “I think so,” she said. “If I don’t, it’s too late now.”

      “Nah, we could go back to the hotel to get it. Maybe stay there for a few more days.” If only.

      Rose chuckled, but no humor lit the sadness in her eyes. “I wish we could, but we’re cutting it pretty close as it is. We should’ve left the hotel almost half an hour earlier.”

      I smirked, even though I wasn’t really feeling it, and wagged my brows at her. “Yeah, but aren’t you glad we decided to take that shower together?”

      “Maybe cutting it close was worth it for that.” A tiny spark of amusement shone through for just a beat. “But unfortunately, we still don’t have time to go back.”

      “That doesn’t mean I can’t wish we could.” Fuck, if I could turn the clock back to the first time I’d met her and have the last three months running on repeat for the next three until she graduated, I’d have done it.

      I’d even go through that sham with Audrey again, especially if I could retain the knowledge of how it ended. “Are you sure I can’t convince you to let me speak to Oxford to try to clear up this mess? Maybe if I do, they’ll let you stay.”

      She shook her head. “Their minds were made up before we even knew the story leaked. They’d even purchased my plane ticket already. There’s no way they’d let me stay. I need to go there to clear it all up.”

      I nodded, but I swore I felt a crack opening up in my heart. “Maybe if I—”

      “Jude,” she murmured, releasing my hand to stroke a finger gently across my lips. “I know you want to fix this. I know you want to help or take control or whatever, but you need to let me handle it. I can do this. Don’t worry.”

      “I’m not worried,” I lied. I was terrified she was going to get there, and they’d tell her that they’d changed their minds about letting her continue in the program. “I know you can take care of yourself, but this is my fault, Rose. I should be helping you because I’m the one to blame for it happening in the first place.”

      She rolled her eyes, letting out another burst of soft laughter. “We’ve been over this. I’m not rehashing the conversation again. Let go of your guilt, baby. It’s not helping either of us.”

      I wanted to argue with her, but a quick glance at the time on the departure board hanging just a little ways behind her told me we only had a few minutes left. I wasn’t wasting my last few minutes in a final argument with her.

      “We’ll speak a few times a week, yes?” I asked instead, needing to hear her confirm our arrangement just one more time.

      She nodded. “Three times a week at least.”

      “And you’ll consider what you want to do after graduation?” I’d done what Mom had suggested and offered her a job. Unsurprisingly, she hadn’t jumped at the opportunity.

      She nodded again. “I’ll think about your offer, but I just don’t know. I don’t want to start my career with people thinking I only got the job because I slept with you.”

      “I get it.” Which was why I’d texted Shane to get on those interviews for me so I could start clearing it up for anyone who would listen that the woman was brilliant. “But you know I don’t only want you because of that.”

      “People’s perception matters sometimes,” she said, sighing as her eyes dropped to the dainty watch on her wrist. “I should get going. I’ll think about it, Jude. I promise.”

      “Okay.” I’d also offered to get her a job with any number of my friends in powerful places, but she’d refused that, too. I respected her for maintaining her independence and integrity, but it was still fucking frustrating that she wouldn’t let me help get her back here at all.

      Rose slid her arms around my neck and hugged me close. When we started pulling apart, I decided I really didn’t give a fuck who was watching. My hands burrowed into her hair and I lowered my head to seal my lips over hers, giving her a kiss so passionate it was worthy of its own fucking movie.

      We were in the middle of the airport terminal and it was likely a picture of this would pop up in a tabloid sometime soon. But it didn’t seem like she cared either. She kissed me back with as much longing and regret and fervor before finally breaking the kiss.

      I wanted to hold on to her for as long as possible, so if she hadn’t pulled away from me, I would’ve kissed her until way after her plane had taken off. Her eyes were glassy as she stepped back.

      “Okay,” she said. “If I don’t go now, I never will.”

      So don’t, was what I wanted to say, but I couldn’t ask her to stay. I brushed the backs of my fingers along the edge of her jaw. “Go, baby.”

      “I’ll call you when I land,” she said, her voice thick again.

      I nodded. “I’ll talk to you then.”

      Rose wrapped her hand around the handle of her suitcase and started walking away from me backward, her eyes on mine until she reached the front of the line at security.

      I stood with hands in my pockets, watching her go until she disappeared into the crowds beyond the checkpoint. It was almost like I could feel little parts of my heart breaking off with each step she put between us.

      I’d never felt anything like this before. I’d known saying goodbye to her would be difficult, but I hadn’t expected it to hurt this badly. I finally understood why there were so many movies and songs written about heartbreak, why it made artists’ careers and destroyed the souls of those who felt it.

      Heartbreak, if that was what this was, really fucking sucked. And I was pretty sure this was heartbreak because it sure as hell didn’t feel like a mild case of indigestion.
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          ROSE

        

      

    

    
      Anna sat on her bed as I got ready for my meeting with Professor McDonald. In the one stroke of luck I’d had with this whole situation, she hadn’t given up our apartment after all.

      Apparently, before she’d found people to move in, her parents had started driving her nuts. She’d opted to commute for her mentorship instead of living with them in the city and had since gotten a different mentorship with a small publishing company right off campus.

      At least I’d had a home to come to after I’d landed. Anna and I hadn’t really talked much when I’d gotten back, though. I’d been too exhausted and emotional.

      We’d had a cup of tea together, gotten caught up on the highlights that had happened since our last chat on the phone, and then I’d gone for a long soak in the tub. My mother had always said that when all else failed, one should take a bath. All else had failed, so I took the bath, and I had to admit I’d actually felt a lot better afterward.

      I’d gone over and over what I wanted to say to Professor McDonald during our meeting, and I was pretty sure I was as ready as I was ever going to be.

      “The whole thing is just ridiculous,” Anna said. “You’re two consenting adults. Why aren’t you allowed to bang just because you work together? You can’t tell me there are no secret affairs going on even among the faculty here.”

      I scrunched up my nose. “I’d rather not think about any of the faculty members we know hooking up, thanks.”

      She laughed. “No, I don’t need that mental imagery either, but my point is that workplace romances are common. It’s so common, in fact, that it’s downright naïve to believe it’s not happening within this very university.”

      “I don’t think it’s the romance aspect that’s bothering them. You’ve seen the news articles, haven’t you? They’ve made me out to be a talentless, gold-digging hussy trying to sleep her way to the top.”

      Anna folded her arms, shaking her head. “I refuse to read any of that crap actually. I don’t care what they say about you. I know it’s not true and Oxford should, too. The least they could have done was to give you the opportunity to explain.”

      “I know, but I’m going to handle it,” I said, injecting every ounce of confidence I felt into my tone. “I worked too hard to get here to let them take anything else away from me.”

      “Is there talk about that?” she asked, frowning. “I thought they only wanted to meet with you to discuss the ‘mistake’ you made with your internship.”

      I shrugged, but bitterness crept up from my tummy. “That’s what they said, but they mentioned the possibility of disciplinary processes being followed in their email.”

      “That’s bullshit.” She muttered a string of curses beneath her breath.

      “I know, but like I said, I’m going to handle it. The only so-called mistake I made was something that was out of my control. How was I supposed to help that I fell in love with my boss?”

      Anna sat up straight, eyes wide. “What did you just say?”

      I paused, my hands stilling on the necklace I’d been about to clasp behind my neck. “What do you mean?”

      “Did you say that you love him?” She grinned.

      I blinked in surprise, but she wasn’t wrong. I had said that. “I… I think I do, yeah.”

      “Holy shit.” She squealed, bringing a pillow to her mouth to muffle the sound and kicking her heels excitedly into the mattress. “You’re in love with Jude fucking Hudson. That’s brilliant. Just brilliant.”

      “Holy shit is right,” I said, but even as I formed the words, my lips started pulling into a smile. “I’m in love with Jude fucking Hudson.”

      We stared at each other for a beat. I couldn’t stop smiling and Anna’s face was flushed, her eyes bright.

      “I have to go,” I said finally, renewed determination coursing through my veins. It was like admitting that I loved Jude had somehow siphoned off some of his energy and confidence to me, even though he was on the other side of the world.

      Squaring my shoulders, I picked up my satchel and marched to Professor McDonald’s office. I had a bone to pick with my study advisor and he was going to listen to me, whether he liked it or not.

      My footsteps didn’t falter once, nor did my resolve. Not even when I finally sat down across from the old man and looked into his sharp blue eyes.

      “Ms. Joyce,” he said, sliding his fingers together on his desk and peering at me over the rim of his glasses. I’d never heard the icy tone he was using on me now. “Welcome back to England.”

      “Thank you, sir.” Not that I was really thankful at all, but being rude probably wouldn’t get me very far. Plus, they’d bought my plane ticket at least. And that, I was thankful for.

      The professor sat back, never taking his eyes away from mine. “I’m afraid I have some bad news for you. The department is considering instituting disciplinary proceedings against you for bringing the institution into disrepute.”

      I’d already known that from his email. “I’m here prepared to fight for my right to stay in the program and graduate as planned. Do I present my case to you, or is there some kind of panel to be convened?”

      He searched my eyes for a moment, then sighed. “Make your case to me. I’ve heard the arguments from those who proposed disciplinary action. Ultimately, the decision on whether we institute it rests with me. As your study advisor at this point in your academic career, I’m the best placed to make that determination. I must tell you that I’m inclined to agree with my colleagues, Ms. Joyce.”

      “You believe I’ve brought the institution into disrepute?” I asked, needing to clarify in order to get my facts and the starting point for argument straight.

      He nodded once. “Indeed, I do. I’m sorry to say it, but I expected more from you. Causing an international scandal by entering into an illicit affair doesn’t exactly reflect well on our proud institution. We have a code of conduct to uphold and I’m afraid your behavior, at first glance, seems to fall very much short of that code.”

      “My behavior?” I narrowed my eyes, biting back a scoff. My heart pounded with rage, but I sucked in a breath and desperately tried to remain calm enough to formulate a coherent argument.

      “Yes, Ms. Joyce. Your behavior was not at all what we expected from you when we sent you there.”

      My pulse throbbed in my temples. “If I’m to make my case to you, will you let me know when I can begin, or would you prefer to keep judging me based on something you read about in the foreign press but don’t know anything about?”

      His brow furrowed. He opened his mouth, presumably to argue, but then cleared his throat before reaching up to straighten his bowtie. “Very well. You may proceed. Policy and the principles of fairness dictate that I must hear your version, but be warned that outbursts will be not tolerated in this office.”

      I met his gaze unapologetically. “Perhaps if policy and the principles of fairness were followed before the internship I’d worked toward for years was canceled, outbursts wouldn’t be necessary in order for me to have my side of the story heard without being made to feel like a criminal.”

      We squared off for a moment, but then he flicked his hand in a gesture to show me to continue.

      I kept my back straight and my fingers clenched in my lap. “What Jude and I had was by no means an illicit affair, sir. It might’ve been painted that way by the media, but I’d have hoped you know me a little bit better than that by now.”

      He shifted in his seat as if he was uncomfortable with the subject matter, but he didn’t interrupt me. “We’re both adults who entered into a consensual relationship that we chose to keep private. It didn’t affect our work, and it didn’t affect any of the tasks you set for me.”

      He glanced at my file, which was open on his desk. “I admit that I received all your reports and updates on the course development. Your work was satisfactory, but that’s not—”

      “Exactly, my work was satisfactory. My personal relationship with Jude never once interfered with my work, nor would it have. I fell in love with the man on my own time while still maintaining my professional ethics in the workplace.”

      His brows rose, but I continued before he could say anything. “There are no rules against relationships at Hudson Technologies. Despite that fact, Jude and I never advertised that we were seeing one another. We were extremely discreet and private, and we conducted ourselves appropriately at work when in the presence of others.”

      Now that I was getting into it, the words were coming to me easily. “Neither of us is in a relationship with anyone else and we’re certainly not related, which means our ‘affair’ cannot, by definition, be classified as illicit.”

      I made air quotes around the word and pretended not to notice the professor appeared to want to intervene. I was on a roll, and they’d done all the talking up until this point. It was my turn now.

      “Moreover, I’m a top student here and I have been since I started my academic career. I was legitimately selected for the internship, as you know, and it was taken away from me without so much as a thought to due process. Contracts had been signed and terms agreed to, yet none of those mattered.”

      He extended his index finger and tapped his lips, but he let me continue to speak. “The school didn’t provide me with any opportunity whatsoever for me to explain my side of the story before jumping to the conclusion that I was Jude’s mistress and that our personal relationship was somehow illicit.”

      “The tabloids said—”

      “The tabloids were not parties to any of the contracts that had been signed, nor have they known me and worked with me for the last seven years. I should’ve been given more control of this situation than I was. At the very least, I should have been allowed an attempt to clear my name before having something I’d worked toward for years and that could very much impact my future yanked away without so much as a second thought.”

      The professor scratched his chin, his shoulders relaxing just a little for the first time since I’d entered the room. “You’re quite correct, Ms. Joyce. We should’ve asked for an explanation before terminating the internship, but we were led to believe that Mr. Hudson was married and currently embroiled in divorce proceedings.”

      I was so surprised that his agreement knocked the fight right out of me. “He was recently involved in court proceedings involving custody of his child. He was never married to the mother.”

      “Well, it certainly would have cleared a few things up for us if we’d known that,” he said. “But I’m afraid the point remains that you had to have known it would reflect poorly on the university if news of your relationship spread.”

      “Which was why neither of us spread it,” I said. “Our privacy was invaded by the journalists who published that story. You might have noticed there are no pictures of us caught in any compromising positions, nor is there any corroborated information in those articles at all. In fact, you didn’t even ask me if I really was involved with him before canceling the internship.”

      He pursed his lips. “That is true.”

      “I knew Oxford wouldn’t look too highly upon my entering into a relationship with Jude, but I fell in love with him,” I repeated, partly because I couldn’t seem to stop saying it and partly because I needed him to see our relationship wasn’t what the press had made it out to be. “Surely, falling in love and conducting one’s private matters in private cannot be said to bring the university into disrepute.”

      The professor leaned forward, studying me intently. “You’ve made some very fair points here today, Ms. Joyce. I believe your generation would call it ‘owning the room.’”

      The slightest smile spread on his lips. “If there are indeed no policies at Hudson Technologies prohibiting workplace relationships, if Mr. Hudson is not married, and in the absence of any flagrantly embarrassing material having emerged of you, I’m afraid we might have jumped the gun on this one.”

      “So what now?” I asked, not quite sure if I could believe he would just agree with me. “The internship is ruined and I’m already back here, so it’s not like I can just go back to work.”

      He observed me for a long minute, his hands steepled in front of him. “I apologize that your internship was ruined, but I trust you’ve gained some valuable knowledge from the time you had?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Then I propose we move forward. I will personally arrange for another businessperson to take you under their wing for the remainder of the semester. You will graduate at the end of it and move on with your PhD.”

      I was still crushed about having to leave Jude, but I wasn’t facing any disciplinary action any longer and my graduation was on track. Causing a big stink about how unfairly I’d been treated would achieve nothing other than to make me look like a spoiled brat.

      Besides, the sooner I agreed, the sooner I could put it behind me and move on. For the first time since arriving at Oxford, I was ready and even itching to leave it. But not without that piece of paper I’d busted my ass for.

      “You’re right, Professor.” I wouldn’t fumble the ball now that I was so close to the end. Even if it meant I had to leave the man I loved in Sydney for now. “I think that is the best way to handle it.”

      The next three months might not be what I had planned, but the end result would be the same. And after that? Well, I still had to figure that out. But I’d get there. With Jude by my side hopefully.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 38

          

          JUDE

        

      

    

    
      My office didn’t feel the same without Rose in it. Actually, nothing felt the same without her in it.

      I sat behind my desk and stared out at the iconic view I used to be so damn proud of, hardly even noticing it. Another day had gone past in a blur of meetings and missing Rose, and the sun was dropping low.

      Sliding my thumb across the screen of my phone to unlock the device, I stared at the message she’d sent me again.

      Oxford: Guess what? They’re letting me finish the program. Prof even apologized. Told you I’d handle it ;-) No harm done!! Yay! Miss you.

      I shook my head. No harm done?

      I sure felt like I’d been fucking harmed. I’d never missed anyone like this before and she hadn’t even been gone a week. It had been three days, for God’s sake, but it felt like I hadn’t seen her for a year.

      Heartbreak, it turned out, didn’t start getting better the day after it happened. Or the day after that. Or so far, the day after that. I didn’t know yet how long it would take before this ache in my chest eased up and my brain stopped obsessing over her every second of every day, but I was beginning to wish I’d never gotten so attached to her.

      Losing her would have hurt a whole lot less if she hadn’t come to mean so much to me. My knee bounced, but I felt strangely empty except for all the fucking pain.

      There was a knock at my door, but I didn’t turn around. “Leave me alone.”

      “Sorry, dude, no can do,” Shane said after I heard the door opening and closing. “How are you doing?”

      “Oh, just swell.” I sighed before running my hands through my hair. “How do you feel about getting wasted? There’s a bottle of whiskey in that cabinet against the wall that was given to me as a gift. It should do quite nicely for a start.”

      “I don’t know about getting wasted, but I’ve got time for a drink.”

      I got up and went to fetch the rounded bottle, along with two glasses. I filled both to the brim. Maybe that’ll dull the ache in my fucking heart.

      “So you’ve been an asshole again this week,” he said as he accepted the whiskey. “It wouldn’t happen to have anything to do with Rose leaving?”

      “It has everything to do with her leaving,” I confessed, taking a big gulp of my drink and relishing the slight burn on the way down. “Have you found out who leaked it yet and how they knew?”

      He swiped his tongue across his lips and sank down in the chair opposite my desk. When he lifted his gaze to mine again, there was a hard glint in it I didn’t see too often.

      “Yeah, I did.” Even his voice was harsh. “One of the junk journos spotted you going into the hotel with her one afternoon, paid a porter to tell him how often you went calling.”

      My jaw clenched, and my grip tightened on the crystal glass. “What are we doing about it?”

      “I’ve reported the hotel employee to their management. They have very strict rules about providing information on their guests to any outsider. I’ve been assured he will be dealt with swiftly.”

      “What about the journo?” The fucker had better hope I never ran into him in a dark alley.

      Shane lifted his shoulders with a shake of his head. “You know how it works with them. It’s unlikely there will be any consequences.”

      “Have you laid a complaint about his ethics, considering he didn’t contact us for a statement?”

      It was a pathetic punishment as far as I was concerned, but often, it was the only avenue available to anyone who had been the subject of something like this.

      He took a long sip of his drink, his eyes on mine. “I did, but they probably won’t do anything about it. A reprimand at best.”

      “When am I giving my first interview?” I closed my eyes and let the smooth liquid roll around my tongue after taking another sip.

      “Day after tomorrow. A popular new Friday afternoon talk show host wants to have you on. She claims to be a hopeless romantic and her track record is clean.”

      “Good. It’s about time we take control of this shit show.” My stomach contracted. “If I read any more lies about her, me, or our relationship, I’m going to be sick.”

      “Your relationship?” He dropped his chin. “I thought you were just friends?”

      My eyes rolled of their own accord. “Don’t tease me, Shane. Not today.”

      His expression grew somber. “You look rough, mate. Want to talk to me about it?”

      “No.” I tossed the rest of my drink back and refilled it, sighing as I sat back down. “I didn’t think it was possible to miss someone this much. It’s like I can feel her absence scraping at every nerve ending I have all the damn time.”

      Shane arched an eyebrow at me. “Are you serious? I mean, I miss her too. It was fun having her around. But are you actually in pain about this?”

      “Yeah,” I mumbled. “So much fucking pain.”

      His eyes widened before he frowned. “Don’t bite my head off for asking, but were you in love with her or something?”

      “Or something,” I said, but I knew it was a lie. I loved the fuck out of her, and I had absolutely no idea what to do about it.

      Shane gave me a long look before snorting. “Sure. Yeah. Uh huh.”

      “Luke misses her, too,” I said. “It kills me to see him so sad.”

      “It kills me to see you so sad.” He followed my earlier example by draining what was left in his glass before refilling it. “I can’t imagine what it must be like for you to know Luke misses her that much and there’s nothing you can do about it.”

      “She should’ve let me speak to the fucking university. I could’ve sorted all this out without her having to leave.”

      He shook his head. “You don’t know that. Besides, if it hurts this much now, can you imagine how much it would have hurt if it had carried on for three more months?”

      “No.” I really couldn’t see how it could hurt more. “Why wouldn’t she just let me speak to them?”

      “Because it’s her life, her university, and her degree. Roselyn never needed you to be the knight in shining armor.”

      “I know.” I also knew it didn’t make sense to be pissed at her, but I kind of was. “I’m a mess, bro. I don’t know what I’m feeling half the time, and the other half, I feel way too much.”

      “Having your heart broken will do that to you,” he mused, his lips twitching into a smile. “I have to admit I never thought I’d see you broken up by a girl.”

      “Neither did I,” I agreed. “But it’s because I’ve never met a girl like her. She’s just something else.”

      “That, she is.” He held his glass up to me and waited for me to clink it. “Here’s to Oxford. May she complete her degree and then come give you your heart back.”

      “Yeah, that’d be nice.” I didn’t even bother to try and deny it. “But it’s not only my heart that I want back.”

      “What do you mean?” He cocked his head. “Are you actually saying you want her to come back?”

      “She fits in with my life, you know?” I said, deciding to lay it all out there on the table. I needed to get it off my chest, and he was one of the few people I trusted in my life. “It’s like she was supposed to be here and she was the one piece missing from my life that I was waiting for. I just didn’t know it until I had her.”

      Shane paused, staring down at his whiskey for a beat before bringing his gaze back to mine. “It’s funny how things work out that way sometimes. The question is, what are you going to do about it?”

      I looked at him, but I couldn’t answer.

      The gracious guy that he was, he rolled his eyes at me and flashed me a smirk. “Are you going to let her go? Are you going to wait for her? What?”

      I licked my lips. “I don’t know yet.”

      “Well, you better figure it out,” he said.

      I dipped my head in acknowledgment and scraped my palm over the stubble growing on my jaw. “I know. It’s just not that easy.”

      “It could be.” He knew me well enough to know when to stop pushing, so that was what he did. Concern still darkened his eyes, but he knew there was nothing left to say about my possible future with Rose for now. “Want to run me through the media strategy you’re planning for the damage control?”

      “Yeah.” I sighed. “I guess I’d better.”

      Shane and I spent the next hour or so going over public-relations scenarios for my personal life and for several projects we were busy with. We didn’t end up getting drunk, but the couple of drinks we had helped dull the pain I was coming to accept might not go anywhere anytime soon.

      When I got home, Luke was waiting for me. He jumped up from his stool in the kitchen where he’d been doing homework while my mother cooked, and he launched himself at me.

      “Daddy!” He threw his arms around my neck as mine closed around his skinny waist.

      I lifted him off his feet and ruffled his hair when I finally set him back down. “Hey, buddy. How was your day?”

      “It was fine.” His bright eyes were dimmer than usual when they looked up into mine. “I still miss Rose.”

      “So do I.” I rolled my lips into my mouth, releasing them with a pop. “But we’ll be fine. Don’t worry.”

      “Are you still sad?” he asked, the corners of his mouth turning down.

      I hated that he was so in tune with my feelings. No matter what I did to try to hide my hurt from him, all it took was one look and he knew I wasn’t a hundred-percent okay.

      “It’ll all be okay, bud,” I promised. “Just because she’s not here doesn’t mean it’s over.”

      It just meant I had to take Shane’s advice and figure it out, but at least that was one step forward from where I’d been just a few hours ago.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 39

          

          ROSE

        

      

    

    
      “Roselyn Lily Joyce.” My black robe billowed out behind me as I took to the stage when my name was called.

      I felt a bit like Batman but somehow even more awesome. The last three months had been slow and arduous, but graduation day was finally here, and I was ecstatic about it.

      As I took a knee on the small step in front of the Chancellor one last time, my heart thrummed in my chest, and tears of happiness burned my eyes. The certificate the older man placed in my hands was printed on thick, embossed paper that felt like heaven between my fingers.

      Fucking finally. All my hard work had culminated in this one moment, and I couldn’t be prouder. The only damper on the day was that I still missed Jude so much it was like air couldn’t reach my lungs when I thought about him.

      “Anna Mary Jones.” My friend’s name got called after mine, and I cheered as loudly as anyone in the crowd.

      I waited for her off to the side, then opened my arms to give her a giant hug once she had her degree in hand as well. She squeezed so tight she nearly cut off my air supply, but I returned the favor.

      “Thank you for always being there for me,” I whispered into her hair. “I’m so happy that we actually managed to reach this milestone together.”

      “I know.” She laughed. “There were definitely a few days where I wasn’t sure either of us would get this far.”

      “Yeah, but look at you now.” I chuckled as I stepped away from her, my hands on her shoulders as I looked into her joyful blue eyes. “You have a job lined up at a fancy up-and-coming media firm in the great city of London and you’re moving into your brand-new place next week. Watch out, world. Anna Jones is coming for you.”

      She laughed again, then pulled me close for another hug. “I have to go find my family, but you know you’ll be okay, too, right? You just need to sift through all those offers you’ve gotten and make up your damn mind.”

      “I will.” It just hadn’t been as simple as all that. My heart knew what it wanted to do, but it was at war with my brain. “I’ll see you later, okay? Don’t you dare leave campus before we’ve said goodbye.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it.” Someone called her name from a cluster of people standing a few feet away from us. She pulled back from me, and a wide smile spread on her lips. “Aunt June, you made it!” She glanced at me. “I have to go, but I promise we’ll see each other before we leave.”

      I nodded, watching as she took off to embrace the waiting members of her family. Having made her promise that we’d get to say goodbye properly later, I rushed off to find my own family.

      The courtyard was packed, and strangers congratulated me as I weaved between them. I smiled politely and thanked them, all the while skimming the faces of those around me until I finally located Mom and Dad.

      They’d flown in for the ceremony, and I’d never been happier to see them. Mom waved when they spotted me coming toward them. “Darling! Oh, honey. Congratulations.”

      She swept me into a hug that made the happy tears from earlier finally leak down my cheeks. Dad enveloped both of us in one of his bear hugs, pressing a kiss to the side of my head.

      “I’m so proud of you, Rosie. I always knew you could do it, but I know it hasn’t always been easy.” His voice was tight with unshed tears, wobbling as he hugged us even tighter. The three of us stayed like that for a minute before Dad cleared his throat. “Well, how about we go out for dinner together to celebrate, huh?”

      “Absolutely,” I agreed, smiling fondly when I noticed him trying to swipe discreetly beneath his eyes. “You know you’re allowed to cr—”

      A soft tug on my graduation gown interrupted me, making me frown as I glanced in the direction it had come from. I looked down to find myself staring into a pair of familiar green eyes.

      My heart lurched to a stop. I was so surprised that it took me a few seconds to remember how to speak. “Luke?”

      The little boy giggled, nodding enthusiastically. “It’s me.”

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, shock and confusion throwing my brain into a complete haze.

      “Did you really think we’d miss this?” a rich, smooth voice I would recognize anywhere spoke from behind me.

      I whipped my head up and around, then blinked when I saw the most gorgeous man in the world standing there grinning at me. Jude was dressed in a gray suit, looking hot as hell with his dark hair mussed and his eyes shining in the late afternoon sun.

      I couldn’t help it. I pinched myself to check if I was dreaming. But nope. Not dreaming. This is real.

      They’d come all of this way for me.

      My feet jumped into action before my brain could catch up, propelling me into the arms of the man I loved. Although I’d never kissed a boy in front of my parents before, when Jude caught me and lifted me off the ground, I sealed my lips over his and kissed him like tomorrow just might never come.

      He tasted like mint, his lips soft and firm as he kissed me back in a way that made me realize we were out in public. My skin buzzed with the electricity passing between us and he groaned into my mouth before he pulled back.

      “I’m so proud of you, baby,” he murmured, placing me down on my feet but keeping me in the circle of his arms. We were surrounded by hundreds of people, but just for a few minutes, I tuned them all out and focused only on the man holding me.

      “I can’t believe you’re here,” I replied, forcing the words past the emotion tightening my throat. “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?”

      “It’s called a surprise,” he teased, but there was a rough edge in his voice telling me he was just as affected by this reunion as I was. “I missed you, Oxford. I knew I had to stay away and let you do your thing so you could graduate, but I couldn’t stay away even a day longer.”

      “I’m glad you didn’t,” I whispered, reaching up to trace the clean-shaven line of his jaw. “I missed you, too. I just didn’t know if I’d ever see you again.”

      “That was what I was afraid of.” He exhaled a slow breath, bringing his hands up to wind his fingers into my hair. “I can’t stop thinking about you, Rose. Lord knows I’ve tried, but I can’t. Phone calls every few days haven’t been nearly enough.”

      I closed my fingers around his wrists, tilting my head back as I searched his eyes. “What are you saying, Jude?”

      “I’m saying that I have too much sexual aggression for a long-distance relationship.” A sexy smirk curved his lips. “It’s killing me.”

      I laughed, shaking my head at him. “Down boy. This isn’t the time, place, or audience for that kind of talk.”

      “Relax, no one can hear us,” he said before lowering his head and resting his forehead against mine. “On a more serious note, I couldn’t let you graduate without telling you that I’m in love with you, Roselyn.”

      The dam of happy tears that leaked before burst wide open as I took in the sincerity in his eyes and heard the truth of the words in his voice. I hadn’t told him how I felt about him, even if I’d known since I’d gotten back. I hadn’t wanted to complicate matters further.

      It also felt like something I had to say to him in person. I just wasn’t sure I’d ever get the opportunity. “I love you, too, Jude.”

      I could’ve sworn I saw moisture wetting his eyes before he tugged me closer for another tight hug. “Thank God. I’ve been so worried that I was going to come over here and make this grand gesture only to have you tell me you’ve been over me for months.”

      “Funny,” I said drily, trying to hide the intensity of the emotions taking my heart on a rollercoaster ride. “I’ve been worried I’d accept the job you offered me, only to arrive there and have you tell me the same thing.”

      “Never.” He buried his head in my hair and shook it. “If anything, I’ve fallen even more in love with you since you left. Every conversation we have, every fact I learn about you, it all makes me love you just a little bit deeper.”

      And there I went, bawling my eyes out as Jude kept me tucked close to his chest, his heart beating steadily against my ear. “You don’t have to come work for Hudson Technologies if you don’t want to, Rose, but can we please have a discussion about it before you turn me down? I can’t lose you, baby.”

      “You won’t.” I dragged in breath after breath, holding on to Jude like he was a life raft as I tried to calm the sobbing down. “I still can’t believe you’re here, or that you love me.”

      “I love you,” he repeated firmly and evenly with every bit of the extreme confidence I knew him to possess. “I love you and I’ll tell you every day, as many times as you want me to, for as long as you’ll let me.”

      A soft cough from the side reminded me that we weren’t having this conversation someplace private. I lifted my head away from Jude’s chest and wiped my eyes carefully to try to control the mess my mascara had to have caused.

      I didn’t even want to look at what I must have done to Jude’s suit. My mom stood beside us, a slight smile on her face as she raked her eyes from one of us to the other.

      “You must be Jude,” she said, holding out a hand. “It’s nice to finally meet you.”

      To my utter surprise, he let go of me and instead of shaking her offered hand, pulled her into a warm hug. “It’s nice to finally meet you, too, Mrs. Joyce.”

      “Oh, that’s enough of that. Call me Iris.” She returned his hug, glancing at my dad behind her as she let go of Jude. “This is my husband, Robert. Everyone calls him Bob.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Bob,” Jude said, stepping up to Dad to shake his hand.

      Dad narrowed his eyes but then dropped the pretense and clapped Jude hard on his shoulder. “So you’re the man responsible for taking our Rosie under his wing, huh? It’s a pity about all that nastiness with the press. She says she was very happy working at your company.”

      Jude’s expression darkened at the mention of the media, but he shook it off. “At least it’s been taken care of now, but yes, it was a real pity.”

      “What do you mean it’s taken care of?” I’d specifically avoided looking him or us up on the internet. I’d needed to keep my head in the game, and being distracted by what journalists were saying half a world away wouldn’t have been productive.

      He smirked and slung his arm around my shoulders. “Did you really think I was going to let it go? No way. You’re the new darling of the Australian press. People demanded the journalist’s head who ran that first story on us. There was even a hashtag trending about it.”

      My jaw dropped. “Are you serious?”

      “Yup.” He grinned down at me. “Women, especially, have come out strongly against the abuse of wives and girlfriends of public figures. Unfortunately, it’s much too common that women bear the brunt of getting their names dragged through the mud. Hopefully, that will start changing now.”

      A surge of gratitude flowed through me, but so did the resolute determination that I would never again buy into the crap sometimes spread by tabloids. “Thank you.”

      He dropped a kiss on top of my head. “It was the least I could do, and it’s also an issue I should’ve spoken out about ages ago.”

      “Sometimes, we need to be personally affected by something to see the magnitude of the problem,” Mom said with a tone of finality in her voice. “What matters is that you’ve spoken up now.”

      I could’ve hugged her for that, and judging by the look on Jude’s face, he felt the same way. My parents had been incredible throughout all this drama. They didn’t judge me once and believed me wholeheartedly when I’d told them my relationship with Jude was completely different from the picture that had been painted.

      Seeing him here, however, seemed to have cemented that belief. Dad nodded along with my mother, then clapped his hands. “Let’s get back to the celebration at hand. I, for one, could really use a drink right about now.” He looked down at Luke. “And I’m betting this little man would love a milkshake.”

      Luke’s eyes lit up. “I love milkshakes.”

      “Then let’s go get all that, shall we?” Mom said, taking one of my hands while Jude held the other.

      As the five of us headed off campus, I looked around at my family, which had come to include Jude and Luke at some stage, and at the beautiful buildings that I’d had the magnificent privilege of studying in for all these years, and I couldn’t remember a time when I’d had so much joy in my heart.

      Goodbye, Oxford. Thank you for the memories and for giving me the opportunity that led to meeting the love of my life. I owe you one.
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          JUDE

        

      

    

    
      Two weeks after we got back from England, I stood in the new office I’d set up next to mine. The last week had been a blur of getting my work done, seeing to the quick assembly of this space, and changing a few things around at home.

      Everything had turned out better than I’d hoped it would, and a grin I didn’t bother trying to hold back spread on my lips as I turned in a slow circle. Large, wide windows provided an excellent view of the bay and let in plenty of natural light.

      I’d set up the sleek mahogany desk so that it faced the ocean and had even imported an antique reading lamp from a second-hand store in Oxford to give it a personal touch. Bookshelves lined the walls, and I’d taken the liberty of having some pictures framed for the desk. Luke’s face and mine now sat beside the Joyces on the polished surface.

      Fresh flowers stood on a stand in the corner, and a brand-new coffee station had been set up beside it. A pale yellow area rug covered the open space in the center of the room, and together with the flowers and the subtle incense we’d ordered, it had to be the warmest office we had.

      “It’s perfect,” I said to myself, sliding my hands into my pockets as I tried to determine whether there might be something I’d missed.

      A knock came from the door and Shane walked in a split second later. “Wow. This looks great.”

      “I think so too.” I squinted at the space. “Can you think of anything else that could make it even better?”

      “Yeah, I can. Rose sitting behind the desk.” He smiled. “That’s the only thing missing now.”

      I laughed. “Very true. It’s about fucking time, too. I just hope she likes it.”

      “She’ll love it,” he said, eyes crinkled at the corners. “A room that’s all hers where she can get her work done without you distracting her? Come on. There’s no downside to that.”

      I gave him the middle finger salute, but I still hadn’t stopped smiling. In fact, I hadn’t stopped smiling since she’d agreed to come work for me that day at Heathrow. “I never distracted her, I’ll have you know.”

      His eyebrows jumped up. “Really? Never? You never begged for a quickie in the middle of the day?”

      I knew he was teasing me, but I glared at him anyway. “Don’t you even think about Rose and that in the same sentence.”

      He held his hands up in surrender, his shoulders shaking with barely repressed laughter. “Or what? You’re going to go all caveman and clobber me? I should’ve known you’d be a possessive asshole when you finally fell in love.”

      “Yeah, well, I don’t think either of us was expecting it to happen.” I shrugged. “It’s not like I was out looking for love.”

      Shane clutched his heart and batted his eyelashes at me. “You know what they say, love finds you when you’re not looking for it.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Does anyone actually say that?”

      He dropped his hands back to his sides and lifted his shoulder. “I don’t know. It seemed profound. What time is her flight getting in?”

      I glanced at my watch and my heart skipped a beat when I realized I’d been standing in here much longer than I’d thought. “Any minute now. If I leave now, I’ll make it to the airport by the time she’s disembarked, gone through passport control, and all that.”

      “Go get your girl,” he said, grinning as he opened the door for me. “Tell her we’ve all missed her and we can’t wait to have her back.”

      “Yeah, I’ll do that.” But there were a few things we had to talk about before I did.

      And before we talked about any of it, I needed to make sure she was okay. Rose was flying in to move to Sydney permanently.

      Getting the paperwork processed in such a short amount of time had been difficult, but there had been some things that worked in our favor. In the meantime, Rose had gone back home to the States to spend some time with her parents.

      We figured it might be a while before she saw them again, so it seemed like the best idea for her to go home to them while we waited for her applications to be approved. That way, if it ended up taking longer, she wouldn’t be sitting in England alone just waiting for the day she could fly here.

      She’d had a hard time saying goodbye to them at the airport, and I was looking forward to trying to brighten her spirits. Deciding to come back to Australia hadn’t been an easy choice for her, but it had been the right one.

      I knew it.

      Even her parents had agreed. After her graduation dinner, I’d taken Luke back to our hotel to get him into bed at a decent hour.

      Rose hadn’t told me at the time, but she’d spent a couple of hours discussing the different options for her future with her parents. She’d laid it all out there, and together, they had decided that she should accept my offer.

      It had been Iris, apparently, who had sealed the deal for her. She’d told Rose to follow her heart, and her heart had led her here.

      I’d never been so grateful for anything in my entire life. During that same night, I’d tossed and turned while considering possibilities for opening offices wherever she ended up. Since it would have meant taking Luke out of his school where he was finally happy, and either away from my mom or asking her to move as well, I was immensely relieved it hadn’t come to that.

      After I got back, I’d reached out to the Joyces and offered to help them set the wheels in motion if they were interested in coming here to be closer to Rose. They’d declined, but they would be coming to surprise her for Christmas.

      Once they were here, perhaps we could talk more about future visits. All I knew was that I wouldn’t let Rose coming here to be with me mean that she couldn’t see her parents as often as she’d like to.

      I knew the sacrifice she was making for me, and I’d worship at her feet for it for the rest of my natural life if that was what she wanted. At the same time, I’d do everything in my power to make her happy and to show her how much I appreciated her taking the job in Sydney—with me.

      Rose walked through the sliding doors into the terminal, a giant smile on her face when she saw me. Even after such a long flight, she looked beautiful. Her hair was pinned back and her face was devoid of any makeup.

      She wore an oversized sweatshirt and yoga pants with purple sneakers on her feet. A backpack was slung over her shoulder and she wheeled the same big suitcase I’d helped her pack on that fateful Sunday morning behind her.

      “Jude,” she exclaimed, running into my arms as soon as she cleared security. I held her close, raining kisses down on her hair and every part of her my lips could reach.

      She lifted her head back to offer me her mouth, and I took it without a moment’s hesitation. When I finally got to taste her sweet lips again, it was like the world around me slammed to a halt. There was all the activity around us that was the norm at an international airport in the middle of the day, yet I no longer heard any of the announcements or other people talking.

      There was only Rose and having her back in my arms where she belonged. We kissed for a long time, and when it slowed to a natural end, she smiled up at me. “Now that was a welcome worth waiting for.”

      “I’m glad you approve.” I took the backpack and the handle of her suitcase, then slid my hand into hers. “How was your flight? Are you okay?”

      “It was fine.” She sighed and covered a yawn with her free hand as we walked out of the terminal. “I’m fine, too. Just tired. I didn’t get much sleep on the plane.”

      “I never manage to get much, either,” I said. “But don’t worry. There’s a big, comfortable bed waiting for you.”

      She bumped her shoulder into mine. “I guess we won’t have to be afraid of people seeing us together at the hotel anymore. I saw Shane even did a press release on behalf of Hudson Technologies saying how happy you are to be welcoming me back.”

      I grinned. “He said to tell you he can’t wait to see you, but first, we should probably talk about being seen together at the hotel.”

      “Why?” She frowned, turning her head to the side and giving a pointed look at the people surrounding us. “We’re holding hands in the middle of the airport. Again. If you didn’t want people to know about us, you probably should’ve warned me.”

      I released a long-suffering sigh, shaking my head as I smiled down at her. “That wasn’t what I meant at all.”

      “What did you mean then?” she asked as we stepped out into the sunshine, dragging in a deep breath of fresh ocean air.

      My heart did skips and jumps as I watched her tipping her head back to feel the sun on her skin. “What I meant was, how would you feel about not going back to the hotel?”

      She moved her gaze to mine. “I know I’m probably going to have to look for an apartment or something more permanent, but I’m okay at the hotel for now.”

      “Well, actually, it’s the apartment or something more permanent I wanted to talk to you about.”  Fuck, my palms suddenly felt sweaty. I couldn’t remember ever having been so nervous before.

      Rose arched a brow at me, stopping dead in her tracks. “Please tell me you didn’t buy me an apartment.”

      “I didn’t buy you an apartment,” I repeated dutifully. “But I do have a penthouse with an awful lot of space. Luke and I talked about it, and we want you to move into some of that space with us.”

      Surprise flashed in her eyes. “What about your mom?”

      I waved a hand in the air, my grin growing wider. “She moved back to her house in the suburbs as soon as I mentioned to her that I was going to ask you to move in. So, what do you say? Are you ready to go home?”

      A slow smile tugged at the corners of her lips and she circled her arms around my neck before pressing up against my chest as she planted a kiss on my jaw. “I think so, yeah. Home, huh?”

      “Home down under,” I said as I planted my hands on her hips and brought my lips back to hers.

      So that’s one hurdle down. I wonder what she’s going to say if she finds the ring I stashed in my sock drawer. I wouldn’t ask her immediately, but I wanted to have the ring ready.

      Oxford had come down under for me, and if I had any say in it, I was never letting her go again.
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