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DANGEROUS GAMES

Lora Leigh


 

 

Dangerous Games

 

Clint had been standing there for over an hour, hiding in the dark corner, watching her, trying to watch those around her, and wondering how the hell he was going to manage to convince her to lay low for a while. Morganna was stubborn as hell, and Reno had warned him that it wouldn’t be easy to convince her to give up her nightlife.

He frowned as he remembered his friend’s words. The subtle warning in Reno’s voice, the feeling that the other man suspected more than he was saying as he gave Clint the names of the clubs she frequented.

Did she have a lover? He watched the men who seemed to flock around her like wolves. She didn’t seem to pay attention to one more than the other, and as she ordered a drink from the waitress, he could have sworn he caught a glimpse of weariness in her face.

He grimaced at his overactive imagination. Morganna had been a social butterfly even before she came of age. She was one of those women perfectly at home in the middle of a crowd, finding her sense of purpose in the number of so-called friends she could gather around her at any one time.

It would drive him crazy. It was driving him crazy now, watching the men who were drawn to her like flies to honey, their hands touching her bare shoulder, her satiny arm, trying to feel that ribbon of silk she called her hair.

He set his jaw in determination as he straightened from the wall, shrugging the muscles of his shoulders, uncomfortable as he prepared for this new battle. He’d rather face an army of terrorists than one tiny, delicate woman. It was pathetic.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

 

 

Diva’s, Merlin’s, and the Roundtable and their adjoining underground clubs are all a product of my imagination only. Within the Tempting SEALs series, I’ve tried to set up what I would envision as the most interesting fringe clubs rather than what my research has found for BDSM (Bondage–Domination–Submission–Masochism) clubs. Male dominance, a hypersexuality, and an awareness of a woman’s pleasure are what my heroes have in common, and it’s what the members of the clubs within my books have in common as well, no matter their extremity. And I hope you enjoy reading Clint and Morganna’s adventure as much as I enjoyed writing it.


 

 

Prologue
TEN YEARS BEFORE

 

 

Clint McIntyre, twenty-five years old. A Navy Seal. A fully grown, sensual, dominant male. He was a man whom other men looked to in respect. A man who had grown in confidence and in power. He wasn’t a child fighting to hide the abuse he had suffered any longer. He was a man who tolerated nothing less than his best from himself and the men he fought alongside.

But he was a man who nearly came to his knees that night at the sight of one small teenage Lolita decked out in a short skirt, a thin pale blue blouse, and high heels. Dark brown hair flowed around her in a multitude of curls, and gray eyes sparkled back at him with a hint of laughter and interest. Too much interest.

He was a grown man, aware of his sexuality, his tastes, and his hungers. To even consider the beginning pulses of awareness he could feel moving through him was a crime. One he refused to allow to take hold.

She was his best friend’s sister. She was his sister’s best friend. And normally she was the bane of his existence.

Morganna Chavez had been tormenting him in one form or another since the day she learned how to walk and toddled to him to smack him on his eleven-year-old head with her bottle to get his attention. She had been getting his attention in one form or another ever since.

He hadn’t expected this, though. That glimmer of awareness. The way he noticed the full, high breasts beneath her thin blouse and the long, shapely legs beneath the short skirt. Pink lips glistening with a soft gloss and gray eyes that looked smoky, seductive, rather than immature and filled with childlike wonder.

He deserved to be shot.

“So, are you going to stand there like a knot on a log or are you going to dance with me?” She propped one hand on her hip and smiled slowly. “It is my birthday after all.”

His lips twitched at her flirtatiousness. She had been flirting with him for as long as he could remember, too.

He stared around the backyard; the lights strung through the trees cast a soft glow over the thirty-some teenagers enjoying the party her brother had allowed.

Reno had lost his mind this year. Clint glanced across the yard to where his best friend, Morganna’s brother, was testing the punch bowl for alcohol, to the laughing amusement of the kids gathered around the table.

They were kids. Morganna was a kid.

“Go dance with one of your friends, brat.” Clint smiled to soften the rejection. He didn’t have to fake his affection for her; she was as much a part of his life as his sister was, when he was home. He did care for Morganna. Deeply.

“Coward.” She flicked him an amused look from beneath her lashes. A look far too mature for her years and far too knowing.

No man he knew would ever call him a coward. He was fierce. Strong. Deadly. He was scared to death to be within a hundred feet of her.

He shook his head and laughed at her. A soft, indulgent laugh that had her brows drawing together and her gray eyes dimming with a hint of vulnerability.

“Go play, Morganna,” he told her gently as he turned away. “Leave the grown-ups alone.”

He should have never agreed to chaperone the party. He wouldn’t have if he had known what he would face, if he had even suspected that for even a second in time he would see Morganna as anything other than his best friend’s sister. Or his sister’s best friend.

 

TWO YEARS LATER

 

She was eighteen. Tall and lithe, a gypsy, a hellion, the most beautiful woman he had ever laid his eyes on. Two years, a multitude of lectures, and endless nights of dreams he should have been shot for, and the awareness of her had only grown.

Sexy, sensual Morganna.

“When are you leaving?” They were on the back porch of her home, the home she had shared with her brother, Reno, since the deaths of their parents.

The elderly aunt who had once stayed with Morganna while Clint was on assignment hadn’t arrived, but there was no reason to wait for her. Was there? Yet Clint was standing there waiting on her for Reno, who had been forced to leave earlier than usual to take command of the small force of Navy SEALs he was leading into a mission. Reno was comfortable leaving Morganna home alone this time. Clint wasn’t.

He also wasn’t comfortable sitting on the back porch, his jeans tighter than normal, his skin too sensitive. The situation was getting out of control. Two years he had fought this awareness of her, and it was only growing rather than dimming. He was only growing hungrier, and that scared the hell out of him.

“Earth to Clint,” Morganna announced when he hadn’t answered her, waving her hand in front of his face as he shifted in his chair and thanked God she couldn’t see the erection swelling mindlessly beneath his jeans.

“I head out day after tomorrow.” He shot her an irritated glare as she leaned against the post directly in front of his porch chair.

Right in front of him, where he could see the rise of her full breasts against the soft cotton shirt she wore and received the full effect of those long, gorgeous legs encased in snug denim.

“Everyone’s leaving me,” she said softly, staring over his shoulder with a wistful expression. “Raven’s got her internship in the art design school this fall; she’ll not even be in the state. You and Reno will be gone. It’s going to be lonely here.”

Morganna had accepted a scholarship at Atlanta University to stay close to home.

“You have your friends,” he reminded her, forcing back a grimace at the thought of the pimple-faced boys she ran with in that crowd.

“Yeah.” She nodded firmly. “I do. I’ll be fine.”

He watched her inhale slowly, deeply, and tightened his jaw at the realization that he had managed to hurt her. Though how he didn’t have a clue.

“Aunt Beth remarked that this is the last time she’ll have to stay with me,” Morganna said then, her tone a little too bright. “Reno was a little slow on this one. I think he’s afraid I’ll burn the house down or something.”

“Reno worries about you being alone.” Clint worried. God, did he worry.

“You could stay with me,” she said softly. “You have two more days before you leave. I could call Aunt Beth. She would be happy to be able to stay home with her flowers and her neighbors.”

His gaze sharpened on Morganna’s face as he swallowed tightly and rose quickly from his chair.

“Won’t work, brat.” He forced the words past his throat. “I have to get ready to head out.”

“Yeah. Sure.” She nodded quickly, pushing away from the post as she moved to go around him. “Look, head on back to that rinky-dink little apartment of yours and whatever flavor of the week you have in your bed. I’m sick of watching you track each vehicle down the road praying it’s Aunt Beth. I’ll be fine without you.”

He caught her arm as she moved for the back door, pulling her around and making the biggest damned mistake of his life. Because he saw her tears. Because he saw the hurt in her eyes as she turned away.

“I know what you’re doing,” he said softly. “I know what you’re offering, Morganna. Don’t make me hurt you. I don’t want to do that.”

Her expression twisted, determination, defiance, and, God help him, adoration filling her eyes. She saw him as some damned knight there to fulfill all her girlish dreams. He was a bastard for even daring to consider touching her. And he wasn’t, he assured himself. He wanted to touch her, but he was old enough that wants wouldn’t hurt him.

“I love you,” she whispered. “I’ve always loved you, Clint.”

“No.” He shook his head firmly, maintaining his hold on her arm as his other hand lifted to touch her cheek gently. His thumb slid over her lips, just because he needed to know if they were as soft as they looked. “You have a crush on me. I’m the only man you can’t twist around your little finger.” He smiled gently. “That’s all, Morganna. And nothing can come of it. Nothing can happen but the loss of something I cherish. Your friendship.”

“I can’t pretend,” she whispered passionately. “You still see me as a child. I’m not a child.”

“Then don’t act like one,” he suggested in return.

Pain flared in her eyes a second before he saw something more. Determination, yes. But something shocking, something almost frightening. He saw hunger. Sexual, intense, and more than he ever wanted to see in her eyes.

“Just kiss me good-bye then.” Her breath hitched. “Just a little kiss.”

“Morganna.” He held her still, staring down at her in regret. Regret for more than she could ever understand. Then he made the mistake of stroking over those soft lips once again.

They parted, the warmth of her mouth searing his flesh as her tongue peeked out to swipe over his thumb before her lips parted and her sharp little teeth nipped at the pad.

And he lost his mind. Hell, he couldn’t even claim insanity, because even a crazy man would have walked away. Instead, in less than a second he had her in his arms, his hand snagging her hair at the back of her neck to pull her head back and his lips covering hers.

She was innocent. He tasted it in her kiss. Felt it in the shock that stiffened her body as he gave her a man’s kiss. A man’s hunger. Slanting his lips over hers, he fought to consume, in one kiss, all the hunger, the sweetness, and the insane need possible. To hold inside his memories.

Sharp, hard kisses parted her lips. His tongue licked over them, before thrusting inside, before possessing her in a way he knew he should have never attempted.

Because she was sweeter than sweet. Hot as hell. And the pleasure ripped through his senses like a cascading explosion as she moaned against his mouth.

As quickly as he had taken her lips, he released her, jerking back to glare down at her as she stared back in shock, in a pleasure that darkened her gray eyes and flushed her heart-shaped face.

“It’s never going to happen,” he snapped, gripping her shoulders to give her a little shake that he prayed would instill some common sense inside her. “Little party girls and Navy SEALs don’t work out, Morganna. Stick to the little boys you run with and leave the men alone. You’ll be a hell of a lot safer that way.”

Before she could argue, and he knew she would argue, he turned and strode quickly from the porch and across the yard to the car he had left parked in the back lot. Staying with her any longer was out of the question.

 

MORGANNA AT TWENTY-ONE

 

Being alone sucked. Morganna stared around the living room of the house she had once shared with her parents and her brother. Her parents were dead, her brother was gone more often than he was home, and one day he wouldn’t be here at all.

Her best friend, Raven, spent most of her evenings and nights studying the graphic design she had grown so adept at, and Morganna was stuck in an office job she hated.

And she was alone. Because she didn’t have the common sense to let go of a dream and a man who didn’t want her.

She walked through the living room, moving to the shelf of pictures she kept and the memories they brought.

Clint was in most of them. With her, her brother, and her parents. Handsome. Tough. Hard. Clint had always been harder than he should have been, tougher than anyone else around him. And he had ruined her heart for any other man.

But she was still alone.

Tucked between two of the pictures were the pamphlets she had kept from the Academy. The Law Enforcement Academy was accepting applicants.

She had meant to discuss it with Reno when he was home the week before, but the stay had been a brief one, and he had been exhausted. He had slept the two days he had been home, only to have to leave again.

She laid her head against the shelf and closed her eyes. He would worry if he knew anyway. And Clint, jerk that he was, would do everything to stop her. And he could stop her. He had connections in Atlanta, connections she couldn’t afford to let him use. As long as no one knew she was Reno Chavez’s sister, then there wasn’t a chance of anyone saying anything to Clint. And what were the chances that the guys at the Academy would really care to call Reno and let him know jack? Especially if his name wasn’t on her list of contacts.

She tapped her nail against the papers.

She was bored and she was alone. She wanted more than a secretarial job going nowhere and a silent house every night. Like Reno, she wanted to make a difference. She wanted more than to keep dreaming of something that didn’t exist.

She sighed wearily. Restlessly. She was tired of just being Reno’s sister. Or Clint McIntyre’s responsibility when Reno wasn’t around. She was tired of being put on a shelf and taken down to perform when they decided to visit.

She was strong enough to be who and what she wanted to be. And she didn’t want to wait for Clint any longer.

She pulled the papers from the shelf, shoved them in her purse, and grabbed her car keys. She wasn’t waiting any longer.


 


Chapter l
FIVE YEARS LATER

 

 

Clint stood in the shadows of one of his favorite clubs, his eyes narrowed on the dance floor. He liked Diva’s for a variety of reasons. The music was a mix of tracks. A little hard rock, a little Goth, a little pure fun. The women were the same mix, but he had found they all went for one thing in particular. The darker edge of sex. The dominance games, the harder, powerful sensations to be found with a man willing to push their limits. He hadn’t expected to find Morganna here.

The music playing now, he imagined, was meant to be pure fun. It should have been causing a riot.

A mix of fury, disbelief, and wild hunger filled him as he watched the witchy little woman on the dance floor strut some daring stuff. She had his body tense, his cock engorged. A man only thought about one thing when he watched a woman dance like that, and it wasn’t how concerned he should be with her safety. A man thought about sex when he watched her, and when he watched her dancing like a wanton, the need for sex overrode all else.

The song was a fast-paced rock version of a messed-up line dance, he guessed. The dance floor was packed with women and a few men, laughingly following the singer’s direction. Hell if he had ever heard of the guy. Casper? Clint shook his head in disgust. Diva’s had an interesting mix of music some nights. The point being to get the women on the dance floor. On display.

This music wasn’t his thing, but Morganna was.

Unfortunately.

There she was, dressed in a little hip-hugger girls’-school skirt that barely covered her curvy little ass. Her ass nothing, the top of the skirt barely kept her decent. He swore if it dipped just a breath, then there would be no secrets left to bare between those pretty, shapely thighs.

The white tank top she wore might at first thought have been considered demure. On the rack it might have been decent. On Morganna, it was a crime. It barely reached her belly button, flashing an indecent amount of skin, not to mention that damned gold belly ring he didn’t know she had. When the hell had she had her belly button pierced? Raven hadn’t said anything about that, and his sister was usually a font of information where Morganna was concerned.

The top was thin; thankfully, it looked like she might be wearing a bra. He couldn’t be sure from this distance. She wore a pair of black-and-white girl’s shoes on her dainty feet but a pair of over-the-knee white stockings on her sexy legs. Those stockings were going to be the death of him. He could see her stretched out on his bed, her hands tied to the headboard with the silky hose while he stretched between her thighs and drove her crazy with his mouth. The image almost had him panting in anticipation. Oh yeah, he knew exactly how to use those stockings.

Long, long, nut-brown hair rippled down her back as she tilted her hips forward, placed one dainty foot in front of her, and shook her ass in a move that had a cold sweat popping up on his brow. His dick was ecstatic. If she could dance like that, then those sweet hips moving, rotating, thrusting, would play hell on a man’s sanity in the bed.

And to top the entire outfit off was a thin black leather collar buckled around her neck.

Sweet God have mercy, Clint prayed silently as he watched her, his eyes narrowed, his muscles tense. And the truly frightening part was that she was actually having fun. He could see it in her face, in her exotically tilted laughing gray eyes. In the way she moved.

If she put half as much effort into fucking a man as she did into driving them crazy on that dance floor, then Clint was in trouble. Deep, deep doo-doo, as his dad once used to say.

As the song came to an end, she shook her head, causing that long skein of hair to ripple and sway again as the leather-clad man beside her lifted her in his arms and swung her around with a laugh.

If his hand had slipped down so much as a thought farther than it had toward her shapely ass, then he would have gone on the endangered-species list. Because Clint knew he would have tried to kill him.

She patted the man’s shoulder, making a laughing comment as she turned away and headed back to the crowded table she had been sitting at. The chairs were taken, but rather than taking the offer one of the men made as he patted his knee, her hip bumped at one of the women, who moved over a few scant inches on her own, allowing Morganna to perch on the edge.

She crossed her legs as she leaned forward, listening to something the heavily Goth-dressed woman beside her was relating with an animated wave of her hands.

Clint wiped the sweat from his brow and took a deep, steadying breath. He felt as though he had run a marathon. His heart was pounding in his chest, blood pooling between his thighs, torturing his cock. And it was all Morganna’s fault.

He glared back at her, not even bothering to rein in the crash of male irritation the thought brought. What the hell was she doing here? The women who came to Diva’s knew the score, knew what they wanted, but even more, they knew what the men wanted. Sex. Wild, often extreme, sometimes not so sober, sex.

He shifted his shoulders, flexing the muscles in an effort to relax, at least marginally, to find the strength to pull his eyes from the sight of the leather-clad man who had embraced her moments ago, bending close to her, his hand lying intimately on her shoulder.

Clint had been standing there for over an hour, hiding in the dark corner, watching her, trying to watch those around her.

He had come there to find a woman to help relieve the dark restlessness growing in his gut since he had been home. And he had found the woman. Despite the objections his conscience threw out at him and against all common sense, he was going to take her.

From all appearances she knew the crowd she was running with well, which meant she had progressed past fairy tales and daydreams and into reality. He could fuck her and walk away, just as he had with every other woman he had taken to his bed. There would be no tears, no recriminations, no dreams of happily ever after.

Did she have a lover? He watched the men who seemed to flock around her like wolves. She wore a collar around her neck with no adornments, no leash. It meant here, within Diva’s, she was unclaimed. No other Dom held her loyalty and no Dom could be penalized with the loss of membership by disappearing with her.

Clint watched the men around her. That didn’t mean she didn’t have a lover. Not that he cared at the moment. Not that he would care later.

She didn’t seem to pay attention to one man more than the other, and as she ordered a drink from the waitress, Clint could have sworn he caught a glimpse of weariness in Morganna’s face.

He grimaced at his overactive imagination. Morganna had been a social butterfly even before she came of age. She was one of those women perfectly at home in the middle of a crowd, finding her sense of purpose in the number of so-called friends she could gather around her at any one time. It shouldn’t have surprised him that she had stepped into this lifestyle. The fact that it did caused a moment’s worry.

It was driving him crazy, watching the men who were drawn to her like flies to honey, their hands touching her bare shoulder, her satiny arm, trying to feel that ribbon of silk she called her hair.

For eight years he had fought to stay away from her, to keep from sinking into that sweet, curvy body and destroying both of them. The two years before she turned eighteen didn’t count. Seeing her as a woman and reacting to her as a woman, as he had just after she turned eighteen, were two different things.

He had convinced himself she was innocent, too soft for his sexuality, too gentle for a dead-end relationship. Because Clint had learned years ago, at the brutality of his father’s fists and his mother’s faithlessness, that happy ever afters just didn’t exist.

And he didn’t want to hurt Morganna. He had no desire to break her tender heart or to see her soft gray eyes fill with tears. But if she was here, enmeshed in the seedy sexuality of the club scene, then she surely knew the score.

He could have her. Just once. Maybe twice. And he could walk away without risking his soul.

He set his jaw in determination as he straightened from the wall and began moving toward her. The crowd parted before him. In a room of male Dom wannabes, Clint knew he stood out in the crowd. He wasn’t a wannabe. He was strong enough to take what he wanted and make it stick. The crowd here knew him, understood him.

He shrugged away the feminine hands that reached out as he passed by them. Women he had known in the past or those who had wanted a ride. He knew them, too. They craved the adventure, the excitement, the dark, carnal excesses that could only be found with a certain type man. He had a reputation for being just such a man. As Morganna was soon to find out.

 

Morganna stilled her impatience, the instinctive irritation at having so many people around her, so many men trying to touch. You’d think they’d never touched a woman before. Sweaty hands running over her hair, her arm, and even worse were the ones who thought they could start at her knee and she would never notice their hands attempting to slide to her thigh and beyond.

Twits. She gripped the wrist of yet another, glancing up at him as she attempted a polite smile.

“I just washed,” she informed him with what she hoped was a decent facsimile of a smile.

A husky chuckle sounded in her ear before the bozo gripped the curve of her shoulder and arm and squeezed intimately. As though she knew him.

Thankfully, the waitress chose that moment to arrive with their drinks, forcing him to move.

Twit.

Morganna took the soda she had ordered, sipping at it gratefully as the band shot into a dark, primal number that sent the energy level in the room pulsing. Lowering her glass but keeping it in her hand, she stared around casually, paying particular attention to the tables around them.

She couldn’t see her mark. She had glimpsed him earlier as he made his way across the room, a short Latino in black leather, his hand casually gripping a short dog chain. She knew what he was looking for. A woman who would allow him to leash her, to dominate her. He was also suspected to be one of the men involved in the drugging and kidnapping of six women who had turned up dead in the area. The new date rape drug was rumored to be under strict control until the suppliers could determine its worth on the streets. It was making them a fortune in the pornographic rape videos they were making; that was a certainty.

Morganna suspected this man was the supplier whom the two men Joe Merino and his teams had arrested last week had refused to name. Adonis Santos had also been arrested last week when Morganna witnessed him tapping the powdered drug into a young woman’s drink as two of his friends kept her occupied. The arrests of the three men had been a major break in the case Morganna had been assigned to in her first assignment with the Atlanta division of the DEA.

“Hey, Morg, we need to hit this song.” Jenna Lancaster, a secretary from the office Morganna worked at, bounded from her seat when another teeth-jarring set began.

Morganna lifted her drink as she shook her head firmly. Hell no. She was out for a while. She hit the glass for another long swallow, wondering at the tingling at the back of her neck. Reaching back, she rubbed at the skin beneath her hair, looking around casually, wondering why she was suddenly so uncomfortable.

She drained the soda, setting the glass on the table as it began to vacate, nominally, as the crowd moved for the floor.

Pulling her hair over her shoulder, she sighed in relief at the brush of a breeze over her nape.

“Another drink, Morganna?” Sandoval Mitchell watched her with dark eyes, his expression somber, watchful. He was like that. Always so serious it made her wonder why he even came here. He didn’t dance much, rarely flirted. He just seemed to enjoy being on the outskirts of the crowd, always watching.

Morganna knew most of the people gathered around her. It would be the same no matter which club she hit in town. Most were regulars, and some were even harmless. But mixed in were a few deadly individuals intent on destroying lives. It was the deadly Morganna was looking for.

“No, thank you, Sandy.” She smiled back at him warmly as she leaned back in the chair, taking the seat Jenna had vacated. “I think I’m good for the night.”

His dark eyes flashed with disappointment. He was kind of cute, in an immature way. He was a player here, not really into the scene in any serious way. He dressed the part with the black leather pants, leather vest, and boots but just didn’t quite pull it off.

“Would you like to dance?” The request was made with charming politeness. He was one of the few men there who wasn’t a wolf.

As she opened her lips to speak, she froze, staring over Sandy’s shoulder in shock and amazement. It couldn’t be Clint.

She watched as the tall, broad body moved through the crowd, wide shoulders displayed perfectly in the snug black T-shirt he wore, the muscles of his arms bulging, the tight, hard abs flexing. Long, muscular legs ate up the distance, encased in snug denim, cupping a bulge that drove her imagination wild and made her mouth water.

His black hair was longer than it had been last time she saw him, but it was still fairly short, brushed back from his face and emphasizing the strong, fierce features that had haunted so many of her nights. And his eyes. Deep, almost black, a midnight blue that made her heart beat faster, made her hungry in a way no other man could.

What the hell was he doing here?

She had no intention of waiting around to find out. There were a few things that Clint didn’t know about her life, and Morganna found that she liked it that way. It kept her life running much smoother and without the hassle of worrying about him poking his nose into a career choice that had turned out to be exactly what she was looking for.

Moving quickly to her feet, Morganna headed in the opposite direction, hoping to make it to the ladies’ room before he caught sight of her or caught her. She wasn’t stupid; he was coming for her and she knew it. She could feel it.

She pushed through the throng, glancing behind her and feeling a start of apprehension sear her chest at the intent, primal expression on his face. Yep, he was after her, and he was gaining on her fast. Too fast.

She pushed harder at the bodies blocking her way, weaving her way through the crowd as she fought to get to the bathroom. Once she was there it would be simple to send out an SOS to her backup and get Clint off her back. She couldn’t risk it now, not while she could be seen, heard.

The primal beat of the music emphasized the pounding of her heart as she glanced behind her again. He was closer, stalking her, his expression intent, carnal. Dangerous.

She broke through the mass of bodies and streaked toward the long hallway that led to the bathrooms as well as the private rooms reserved for sexual play. Too bad she hadn’t thought to reserve one; she could have locked herself in. But the bathroom was just ahead, the small neon light clearly lit over the doorway.

Her hand touched the door as she went to lean her weight into opening it, but hard hands gripped her hips, nearly picked her up from the floor, and began to propel her forward.

“You should have headed for the exit,” Clint said into her ear. “You might have actually escaped then. What the hell are you doing here?”

Shock held her speechless as he paused at one of the private rooms, swiped a card through the security lock, and propelled her through the open door.

It wasn’t a bedroom; there was no sleeping done here. This was a sex room.

A large box bed sat in the middle of the room. There were shelves of sex toys, a wall hung with small whips and quirts. Manacles hung from the wall over the bed and chains with leather straps led from the floor at each corner of the bed.

And Clint had a key to it. Which meant he knew what the hell went on in here. Even more, this was his personal room, reserved for him alone. He would have placed the toys here, the manacles, the accoutrements of the erotic and extreme.

Shock plunged through her body. She had known he was dominant, highly sexual. But she had never suspected this.

“Fancy seeing you here.” She swung around, opening her eyes guilelessly as she stared back at him, fighting to calm her racing heart. “And you’re not wearing leather, either. Aren’t you breaking some kind of unwritten Dom rule?”

He stared back at her. Morganna fought to keep her expression a bit mocking, rather than slack with amazement. And here she had thought she knew everything there was to know about her best friend’s brother.

“Is that look a permanent part of your expression? I don’t think I’ve seen a change in years,” she accused him lightly when he didn’t speak. “Most people try for a little variety sometimes, you know?”

“Is complete insanity a part of your personality?” he asked in turn. “I’m starting to think I should have let Reno tan your backside when he caught you slipping from your bedroom window years ago.”

Morganna rolled her eyes and fought to keep from showing her nervousness. “Reno wasn’t going to ‘tan my backside’ then any more than he would now. He was all bluff.”

His lips tightened. Clint wasn’t all bluff, and she knew it.

“You need to be spanked,” he growled, shooting her a brooding look as he strode to the small bar.

She stared around the room again. “Well, if punishment were my thing, then you would be the man to come to. Tell me, do you really use this stuff?”

He glanced over his shoulder, his gaze moving to the toys and sexual paraphernalia.

“Sometimes.” He shrugged. “Some subs almost require it.”

She raised her brows. “Does it turn you on?”

His gaze flickered as it returned to her. “Would you like to find out?”

It didn’t turn him on. She could see it in his eyes, in his voice. Sometimes she knew Clint better than she knew herself. And she knew the look in his eyes as he answered her. A look of wary regret.

“I think I’ll pass tonight.” She smiled back. But when he turned away from her, Morganna jumped for the door. The knob wouldn’t turn.

“You need a key,” he informed her calmly as he poured a drink before turning back to her.

Damn, he looked like a Dom. Brooding sexuality swirled around him as he lifted the short glass to his lips and tipped it back. When he lowered it again, his blue eyes seemed to burn into her.

“I asked you a question. Answer me.”

She crossed her arms beneath her breasts as she faced him challengingly. “What do you think I’m doing here, Clint? It’s a club, isn’t it?”

His jaw bunched before he brought the glass to his lips again and finished the drink. He looked even less pleased than normal. But he did look sexy. Hell, he always looked sexy.

“You know what kind of club it is.” His voice was hard, dark. The hunger slipping into it had her nipples peaking beneath her top, the flesh between her thighs moistening.

“So I do.” She fought to control her breathing, as well as her reaction to him.

She knew exactly what kind of club it was and she knew the type of men who reserved these rooms. Realizing that Clint was one of those men had both fear and excitement racing through her.

“So I’m asking you again. What are you doing here?”

She had never heard that tone of voice before from him. Rasping, filled with lust. It shook her to her core. “Now, Clint, why do you think I’m here?” She cocked her hip and propped her hand on it, watching his eyes flare and loving the response. This was a side of him she had never seen. A side that fascinated her, drew her. Shocked her.

“That’s what I was asking you,” he finally snapped. “Honestly, Morganna, I can’t come up with a single reason why you would be here.”

“Of course not—you’re too busy trying to convince yourself I’m complexly nonsexual and therefore unthreatening.” She shrugged. “I’m not responsible for your self-delusions.”

Daring him was never a good idea, but she couldn’t seem to help herself. Some imp of self-destruction was lodged in her brain and playing hell with her sense of self-preservation.

He set the glass on the bar then, and before her stunned gaze he sat down in the plush chair beside it and stared back at her.

His expression was so filled with lust, with carnal knowledge, that the fires burning in her body since she first caught sight of him began to flame higher.

“Sexual, are you?” He flashed her a hard look. “Since when?”

“I don’t kiss and tell,” she informed him with a polite smile. “A girl needs to have a little mystery, Clint.”

His blue eyes gleamed in assessment. Oh, now that look was interesting. If a little scary.

God, why hadn’t she known this about him?

“Come over here.”

His voice was lower, darker, suggestive. His tall frame slouched in the chair, his legs splayed out before him as he stared back at her with that brooding, hot look. So hot it made her flush, made her breathe in nervously as she gathered her courage and stepped closer.

“Closer.” He lifted a hand from the chair arm, his fingers beckoning her closer.

“Why?” She didn’t trust this new Clint in any way whatsoever.

“So I can show you why little girls shouldn’t play grownup games,” he growled. “Come on, Morganna; show me how grown-up you think you are.”


 


Chapter 2

 

 

Morganna felt her heart racing, a fine sweat breaking out over her skin. She hadn’t expected this from Clint, not in a million years. In her deepest fantasies, he played a lot of little sex games with her, but she had to admit, she would have never expected the dominant, forceful imaginings to meet with reality.

“This isn’t a good idea.” She fought to breathe, to push the words past the constriction in her throat and the arousal pulsing through her.

“We’re agreed.” His eyes narrowed further. “Don’t make me come and get you, Morganna. Come here now.”

Come here now. The rough demand sent her senses careening.

As she tensed to move, a soft voice sounded in her ear, interrupting the sensual spell building in her head.

“Do you need backup?”

Agent Joe Merino and his team was her backup. A crack four-man DEA unit that she had worked with for the past six months. She was the bait on this assignment. Something that it really wouldn’t be a good idea to let Clint know. And Merino was listening to every word said.

“No.” She kept her voice firm as she stared back at Clint, a hint of defiance in her face. She could feel a flush building in her face at the thought of the ears listening.

Clint couldn’t see the small receiver in her ear, but that didn’t mean she was safe. It wouldn’t take a genius to realize what it was if he got close enough, and he was intent on getting real damned close. She could see it in his eyes, in his expression; she could feel it in the hunger building in her own body.

Clint quirked his lips, certain she was talking to him. And perhaps in a way she was. The eroticism of the room, the sheer disbelief that she was in it with him, blew her mind. Clint was a Dom? It was almost too much to believe. And she had been defying him for as long as she could remember, challenging him, daring him to take what she had always sensed he desired. She just had no idea how intent he could become on what he wanted.

“I couldn’t believe it when I saw you out on that dance floor,” he murmured, his gaze going over her slowly, sending flames licking over her body wherever he touched. “Dressed like a man’s greatest sexual fantasy, an innocent little schoolgirl, ready and willing to be used. Scared now, little girl?”

More than he knew.

“Perhaps uninterested,” she answered instead. “I didn’t accept an invitation into this room, Clint. You pushed me into it. I believe that’s against the rules.”

She heard Merino curse in her ear. He knew Clint, and he knew the whole operation was at risk now. Just as she did. How she played this out could mean the difference between success and failure.

And she couldn’t forget Merino was listening. She was frantic to get out of the room before Clint actually touched her. He had the ability to make her mindless. Good God, she couldn’t afford to be mindless while Joe and his entire team were listening. She would never live it down.

She stepped back from Clint then, turning to allow her gaze to rove over the small room. She had to get out of there, fast. All Clint would have to do was touch her and she would be putty in his hands.

“Morganna, you’re playing a very dangerous game with the wrong man,” Merino hissed in her ear. As though she didn’t already know that.

“Morganna, don’t play with me. You won’t like the consequences,” Clint’s voice overrode Merino’s as Morganna bit her lip at the insanity of the situation.

She turned at the bottom of the bed, facing Clint once again. “Unlock the door.”

“No.”

Her heart raced at the answer, at the brooding carnality of his expression.

Morganna licked her lips nervously. There was no way to get rid of the receiver at her ear.

“Why?” She barely managed to keep her voice firm, to keep herself from stuttering with shock and nerves.

“Because I’m going to lay you back on that bed and show you exactly what you’re asking for by being at this club. Then I’m going to paddle that pretty little ass for giving me the chance.” His answer shocked her, but her body’s response shocked her more.

“And should I cry ‘Daddy’ or ‘Uncle’ while you try?” She arched her brow mockingly.

“‘Master’ will work,” he growled. Master? Oh, she so didn’t think so. Taking the clothes off? She would have loved to. Under different circumstances, of course.

“This is getting out of control. I’m sending Craig in, Morganna. He’ll get you out. Just play along with it.”

Shit. Shit. This was going to get ugly. She had to get out of there before Craig showed up.

“Unlock the door, Clint,” she ordered, frantically fighting for a way out of the situation. Damn her luck, it was starting to suck fast. “I’m not in the mood for you or your games tonight.”

He rose from the chair, six feet, four inches of sheer male muscle, primal animal, and began to stalk toward her. There was no place to run. No way to evade him. And her legs didn’t want to move anyway. She could feel her body tensing, preparing for him, anticipating his touch.

Craig Tyler would be here in a minute. The burly ex-Marine could play the outraged Dom like nobody’s business. Clint wasn’t a man to attempt to poach on another’s territory. At least, not staked territory. Her collar proclaimed her a free agent, an unrestrained submissive, free to choose a Dom. Craig’s cover of the Dom attempting to acquire her wasn’t going to work here.

“Do you know how long I’ve been dying to fuck you?” Clint stopped before her, his hands settling on her bare hips as she stared back at him in shock. Her hands gripped his forearms as the heat of his fingers sank into her flesh.

“Well, you sure could have fooled me,” she gasped. “You are the same man who has run from me at every opportunity. Right?”

She hadn’t expected this, couldn’t believe she was standing here with him, his eyes burning down at her rather than freezing her with dismissal.

“I can have you now, can’t I, baby?” he whispered, his voice immeasurably gentle as he watched her. “You’re learning the rules of the game. Happily ever afters don’t happen here.”

A wave of pain suffused her senses as his whispered words processed in her brain. He hadn’t taken her before because he had known what she wanted? Because he knew she loved him? But he could take her now because he thought she was a whore? He thought she was available to any bozo willing to give her the fix he thought she was looking for?

She stared back at him in shock as her hand flew toward his face in a violence she hadn’t known she was capable of. He caught her hand. Inches from his face, his gaze igniting as she glared back at him.

“I don’t want you now,” she said, fighting the tears that threatened to flood her eyes. “Not even on a bet.” She jerked at her arm, enraged by his arrogance. “You’re a jerk, Clint. A complete vicious, dirty jerk.”

Surprise flickered across his expression as he let her go. “If you’re not part of the scene, then what the hell are you doing here?” His eyes narrowed on her as she stilled before him.

“Who says I’m not part of the scene?” she bit out. “I said I didn’t want you. Sorry, Clint, but just any Dom willing to play the game isn’t enough,” she informed him rashly, furious, using the only weapon she had left now. “You had your chance how many times over the past few years? You turned them down. Remember?”

“And now I’m picking them up.”

Morganna’s eyes widened and she felt fear slam into her as he reached for her. If he touched her, if he did as the hunger in his gaze warned her he was going to do, then she was screwed. She had fought to get on Joe’s team, pulling every string she could think of to work this assignment.

If she showed a weakness now, then Joe would have her replaced so fast it would make her head spin. He hadn’t been comfortable with her on the team to begin with. But she was the only recruit he had who was a regular at the Masters clubs.

“Clint, no.” “No” meant no.

He paused, his eyes narrowed, his chest heaving, as she backed away from him slowly.

“Unlock the door and let me out of here. Don’t force me to lodge a complaint with Masters.”

Drage Masters, the owner of the club, did not take kindly to patrons forcing anything from the members. His rules were strict, and everyone knew it.

“Lodge all the complaints you want,” Clint said. “I want answers, Morganna, and one way or the other, I am going to get them.”

He took a step closer and Morganna knew the game was up.

“Morganna Chavez, I’m going to whip your ass red,” a drunken voice yelled from the other side of the door. “Open this door, you little wildcat. I told you no other men until we’ve settled our deal. Period.”

Her eyes widened in shock as she watched rage transform Clint’s features. It wasn’t just anger; it was a killing rage that terrified her.

“Open this door!” Craig yelled, pounding at the metal panel again. “Did you think I wouldn’t find you?”

Oh God. Wrong move. Surely they knew better than this. Merino couldn’t be so insane as to send one of his best men in like this, at this moment. It was like sending a baby into a war zone. Clint was going to mow right through him.

“He’s dead.” Clint’s voice vibrated with wrath as he pushed her aside and headed for the door.

“Clint, wait!” Morganna cried out as he swiped the card through the lock and jerked the door open.

His hand latched onto Craig’s throat before Morganna could yell out in warning, pushing him across the hall and slamming him into the wall.

Years of backbreaking training and SEAL maneuvers had hardened Clint’s body, turning it into a living weapon of mass destruction when needed.

“Back off!” Clint snarled into Craig’s amazed expression.

The DEA agent was decked out in an overabundance of leather and chains that sang in an unholy jangle as Clint seemed to shake him without effort.

“Clint, dammit, let him go!” Morganna grabbed Clint’s arm, her nails biting into his forearm as Craig’s body tensed to fight.

“Get back, Morganna, before I rip your pansy-assed boyfriend in half,” Clint snapped.

“You’re crazy!” she yelled, attempting to shake him loose. “Let him go.”

“Is this how you get your jollies?” he snarled back at her. “Does Reno know where you go for fun, Morganna?”

The threat. There it was. That familiar warning that assured her Reno was going to get a phone call.

“I don’t know; does he know how you have your fun?” she sneered back. “Go ahead and rat me out like you always do and I’ll tell him what you had in mind for me before you were interrupted. Now let him go.” She slapped at Clint’s arm, furious, terrified. Craig was starting to turn blue.

Clint jerked his arm away, turning back to her, the primal danger she glimpsed in his eyes taking her breath. It wasn’t violence; it was lust. Pure, hot, unadulterated lust.

“Get out of here.” His voice was hoarse, his hands balling into fists as he faced her. “Get out of this club and get your ass home. Now. Right now, Morganna, or God help us both if I get my hands on you again.”

She jumped back, watching as Craig quickly moved around him. Craig’s hazel eyes were concerned, his wavy hair disheveled, as he gripped her arm and began pulling her backward down the hallway.

She stared back at Clint and knew it wasn’t over. Not by a long shot. The look in his eyes promised her he would come after her. Soon.

“Move it, girl,” Craig muttered as he dragged her behind him. “Merino is having fits in the van. This has fucked the entire night up.”

No shit. Morganna turned and followed him through the throng of dancers, nearly stumbling more than once as she fought to make her limbs cooperate. She could still feel Clint’s touch, still ached for his kiss. She wanted to look back, see if he was following, but she knew he was. She could feel him.

“He’s behind us,” she informed Craig as they moved through the front door.

“Tough,” Craig growled as the warm night air washed over them, the sultry South Carolina heat reminding her of Clint’s touch. “Get in your car and head home. We’ll meet up with you at the house later.”

“You can’t do that,” she snapped as they moved into the parking lot. “I’m telling you, he’s going to follow me to the house; he’ll have a fit. You’ve got to give me time to explain.”

“You get out of here; Merino will take care of the SEAL.”

Morganna turned on Craig. She jerked her arm away from him before slamming her hands into his chest and pushing him back.

“I said no,” she repeated furiously, aware that Clint would be turning the corner into the parking lot at any minute. “I’ll come in tomorrow and that’s final. Merino can wait on me this time.”

This was too important to allow male ego and pride to suddenly mess it up. If Clint found out what she was doing, he would fly to Hawaii himself to tell Reno all about it. Clint had always been a damned tattletale, ratting her out every chance he got. There was no way he would let this pass. And once he did tell, Reno would hit the roof.

What made her think she could keep this from her brother or Clint, she had no idea.

“Don’t mess this up, Morganna,” Craig hissed as he checked the parking lot for curious ears. “You know what’s at stake.”

“Then don’t you mess it up.” Her furious whisper was followed by her finger poking into his chest as she turned on him. “I told you when we’ll meet and that’s it. Because trust me when I tell you blood will be shed if he finds you at the house tonight. And it won’t be his.”

She didn’t wait for an answer. She turned away from Craig stiffly, moving across the driveway and heading for her car. She turned to glare back at him, barely catching the sudden alarm on his expression before she heard the squeal of tires.

Morganna turned, blinded by a sudden light flaring in front of her eyes as her ears filled with the screech of tires and the sudden awareness of danger.

She heard Clint scream her name a second before something, somebody, hooked her around the waist and slammed her through the air. Gunfire echoed around her. It had to be gunfire, blazing across her senses as time slowed, inching by as she felt herself falling, aware of the hard pavement that would meet the end of her journey.

A thousand thoughts blazed through her mind; uppermost was the fact that it was Clint’s arm hooked around her waist, then Clint’s hard body bracing hers as they hit the ground and rolled. She could hear his curses in her ear, explicit, enraged, as he took the brunt of the impact before rolling her beneath his body. One hand cupped the side of her head as the ping of bullets pelted around them.

She could hear car alarms shrieking now as shattered glass rained over her. Clint was using his larger body to shield her, holding her in place as she fought to escape the bullets, to get him out of the line of fire.

“Move it!” He lifted her to her feet and with a surge of motion dragged her between the nearby cars, pressing her into the side of the nearest vehicle as sparks flew from the pavement.

The sound of gunfire filled the night again as he grabbed her around the waist and forced her into a ducking run to avoid the bullets firing toward them.

“Son of a bitch!” he cursed as he rushed her deeper into the line of cars and farther from the vehicle now tearing from the parking lot. “Damn it to hell, Morganna, what are you mixed up in?”

Tires screamed in the distance as the sound of frightened cries echoed from behind them and male curses raged around her. She couldn’t tell if it was Merino or Clint. Or maybe both.


 


Chapter 3

 

 

“What the hell is going on?” Clint’s voice had Morganna flinching at the pure, undiluted rage that filled it as he pushed her into his apartment, slamming the door closed.

He hadn’t waited around at the club for the police to arrive. He had pulled her straight to his truck, unlocked the driver’s side door, and stuffed her in before crowding in beside her.

The drive to his apartment had been quick and short. Morganna had kept her mouth shut, using the time to come up with an explanation. She was in trouble and she knew it. Clint wasn’t stupid, and he wasn’t a man known for his patience.

“You’re asking me?” She still hadn’t come up with an explanation as she faced him, opening her eyes wide. She didn’t have to force the fear that she was certain shadowed her expression. “Ask the bozo who was shooting at us.”

Clint stalked to her, one hand jerking out to push through her hair and lift it, revealing a damning piece of evidence. The receiver she had worn in her ear earlier.

Before she could stop herself her hand flew to her ear. Yep, it was hers. The betraying action had his deep blue eyes burning with renewed rage as his teeth bared in a snarl.

“Oh yes, baby, it’s yours.” His voice was hoarse with his anger now. “What the hell are you doing with it?”

Morganna licked her lips nervously. She had never seen Clint so angry. His eyes burned with it, his arrogant, sharp features tight with it. The harshly defined cheekbones stood out clearly as his lips tightened to a harsh line.

“Get off!” She slapped her hands into his hard chest, desperate to get him away from her now. He loomed over her like an angel of retribution and sent her heart racing with trepidation. And arousal. She hated how aroused she was, hated knowing that despite the past few years, despite her fight to forget him, to get over him, he could still affect her. Even when he was this damned mad.

Morganna gasped as he threw the receiver with a vicious movement. “What are you doing with it, Morganna? Don’t play me for a damned fool here. I almost watched you die before my eyes. Do think I enjoyed it?”

The emotion blazing in his eyes shocked her. They were dark, tortured, his expression a furious grimace as he stared back at her.

“I can’t imagine it would cause you a sleepless night,” she yelled back at him, tugging at the hold he had on her hair. “Now let go of me.”

He was breathing as hard as she was. “Not on your life, sweetheart. By God, you’ll answer me or you’ll answer to Reno. Take your choice.”

“I don’t answer to either one of you.” She was panting with her own anger now. Anger and arousal. The anger she could understand; the arousal infuriated her.

She watched his eyes widen at her response.

“There is where you are so wrong.” This was more nerve-wracking than being shot at. Clint looked ready to commit murder.

“Oh my God, you have so lost it.” She pushed at his chest; unfortunately, it was like shoving at a boulder. “Who the hell do you think you are? What I do is none of your business. And how do you know the bastard playing with guns wasn’t after you? I could see someone wanting to kill you. I fantasize about it often.” She glared back at him, anger surging through her system.

“Answers, Morganna. Now.”

She hated it when he got like this. When he decided he was the law, that she was answerable to him just because that was what he decided.

“I have no answers for you, Clint. Even if you did deserve them. Which you don’t.” She kept her voice low, despite her anger, despite the fact that she had intended to attempt to explain things to him earlier. The look on his face assured her that no explanations were going to help. There was the potential of making things worse.

She lifted her chin defiantly, refusing to back down, even as she refused to admit that his rage sparked more than just her answering anger.

But it wasn’t just rage. For the first time, she saw emotion. It shadowed his eyes, roughened his voice, and she had to tamp back the hope flaring inside her at the evidence that somehow he might very well care for her.

“Why doesn’t this surprise me?” he shouted to no one in particular as he jerked away from her, his dark glower causing her to watch him with wary suspicion. “Why, Morganna, doesn’t it surprise me that you’re doing something stupid?”

“Stupid?” She stared back at him incredulously. “Excuse me, Clint? What do you do for a living here? I was just having a good night at a nice little club. Honestly, I’m beginning to suspect that car was after you. What did you do, manhandle the wrong woman?”

He snarled as he cast her a fulminating look, his eyes burning with anger. “I knew you were up to something. I told Reno last year you were up to something. You’ve been acting sneaky as hell for years now.”

“You are so paranoid.” She jutted her hip and braced her hand on the bare flesh with a mocking laugh. “Really. Just because I’m not chasing after you day and night anymore doesn’t mean I’m up to something.”

God was going to get her for that lie. The day she had stopped watching the door for him, had decided to get a life, it was as though he had known. But instead of accepting what she felt for him, he had automatically assumed she was up to something.

And perhaps she was. She had a life. A productive one. One that gave her purpose.

He turned on her, crossing his arms over his chest, narrowing his eyes as they went over her body. And she didn’t look bad; she knew she didn’t. She had worked hard over the last four years to make certain her body was in peak shape, that the clothes she wore enhanced her figure, and that the makeup enhanced her role. Though she was pretty certain the makeup had worn off when he’d pushed her face into the truck seat earlier.

“What were you doing at Diva’s?” he demanded. “Dressed like that and flashing your body to every damned pervert there? And don’t lie to me, Morganna. I have friends there. I’ll find out the truth.”

Now why didn’t that surprise her?

“So asks the man that owns his own private room,” she snorted. “Clint, I know exactly how much those rooms cost per year. And it’s more than obvious you use it. Does that make you a pervert as well?” She arched her brow mockingly.

“The worst kind.”

Her breath slammed from her throat as his gaze became more intent, touching over the flesh bared by her clothing, reminding her of his touch, the dominance in his kiss.

“Well, at least you’re honest,” she breathed out. “Now, if you’ll be so kind as to call me a cab . . .”

“Explain the receiver.” Cold fury filled his lowered voice. He was no longer pissed; now he was dangerous.

She arched her brow.

“I’ll track it to the other side, Morganna. I’ll find out who’s on the other end and I’ll start by questioning that leather-toting Dom wannabe first. You want to see his pretty face messed up?”

Could Craig take him in a fight? Morganna knew in a heartbeat he couldn’t. Clint had nearly killed him in the hallway earlier.

She lifted her chin defiantly.

“I don’t owe you explanations, Clint. I don’t owe you anything. Now I’m ready to go home.”

“Now isn’t that just too bad,” he drawled, his expression shifting, lust mixing with the anger as he continued to watch her. “You know, Morganna, I have that room there for a reason. I don’t know who you think you’re playing with, but it’s not a fake Dom willing to let you play your little games. Is that what you were hoping for? That this game you’re playing would get you into my bed?”

No. She didn’t. But the subtle throb of arousal in his voice had her sex clenching in response, her juices gathering, weeping from her aching vagina.

This was a part of Clint she had never seen before. A part that filled her with trepidation and excitement.

“And who says I’m going to end up in your bed?” She tried to forget how much she wanted to be there.

Every cell in her body was throbbing in need. She remembered his kiss. One brief, possessive melding of lips when she had been eighteen and he was twenty-seven. His hands had held her to him, his lips had possessed her, and she had never forgotten it. Now, ten years later, she still remembered. She wanted his lips on her again, anywhere, everywhere.

“Oh, you’re going to end up there,” he assured her smoothly. Morganna swallowed tightly.

“Why now?” She had ached for him for years. Done everything she could think of to make him see her, make him want her. And now, when she had given up, he wanted to play sex games. Talk about lousy damned timing.

The tight smile that creased his lips wasn’t comforting.

“If I had known the games you liked, Morganna, I wouldn’t have denied myself. The submissive scene doesn’t cater to happily ever afters, does it, baby? Maybe you’re not the starry-eyed little dreamer I thought you were. There’s no room in my life for dreamers. Just the sex. And that I can give you plenty of.”

Her heart wasn’t breaking, Morganna assured herself as she stared back at him. The pain splintering her soul wasn’t the result of the cold, unemotional declaration he had just made.

“And you think all I want is the sex?” she asked him, fighting to cover her pain as she watched him with a bitterness she knew she couldn’t hide.

For a moment, compassion flashed in his eyes.

“You’re young,” he said. “You think the nasty little games you’re involved in have something to do with your heart? That hunger inside you is a search for love? It’s not.” He dropped his arms from his chest and paced closer, wrapping her in his warmth and his own bitterness. “Don’t make that mistake,” he whispered as he moved behind her, his chest pressing against her back as he lifted his hands to draw her hair back from her neck.

“Forget it.” She jerked from him again, pacing several feet away from him before turning back to face him. “It doesn’t work that way, Clint. If you didn’t notice earlier, I already have a lover. Why would I need you?”

Craig wasn’t her lover. It was a role they played, nothing more.

Clint laughed at her declaration. “He’s never touched you.” He shook his head knowingly. “He’s never tied you down and driven you crazy with his touch. He’s never spanked that tight little ass or fucked it. I’d bet my life on it.”

Morganna felt her face flame, first with embarrassment, then with a need that bordered on violence. The image of her strapped to the bed in that room as Clint did all those things to her had her nearly climaxing in anticipation.

“God, your nipples just spiked beneath that shirt you’re wearing,” he said, staring. “You want it, baby. And you’ll get it. But I’ll get what I want first.”

“Not in this lifetime,” she snapped, turning and heading for the door. “Take your threats and shove them—”

She made it to the door; her hand even gripped the knob a second before a hard, forceful body pinned her against the metal panel. Her breath slammed from her chest at the feel of his erection pressing into her lower back, the sound of his breathing, hard and rough at her ear.

“You think you’re just going to walk out of here?” His hands gripped her wrists, forcing them above her head until he could grip both with his long fingers.

“Stop this, Clint.”

“Not on your life, Morganna,” his voice rumbled at her ear a second before his teeth gripped the lobe with a heated little nip.

What his teeth were doing was nothing compared to where his other hand had moved. To her thigh. He was pushing her skirt above her legs, his palm sliding over sensitive flesh until it cupped the hot, damp core weeping with need.

“Damn, you’re soaking wet.” His voice was almost a groan as she whimpered, pressing her head into the door and fighting for control. “You like to push me, don’t you? How many years have you been doing this, Morganna? Pushing me, growing wet and hot every time we’ve fought? Almost as wet as I am hard. You’ve been making my dick hard for nearly ten years now.”

His fingers were burrowing beneath the elastic of her panties, uncaring when it snapped from the force. Morganna didn’t care, either. Using one foot between hers, he forced her legs wider as his fingers moved to the saturated folds of flesh he found there.

Bare, smooth, recently waxed, every sensitive cell of her flesh shouted in pleasure as his fingers ran through the narrow slit, circled her swollen clit, then slid back to the aching entrance of her vagina.

She arched against him, frantic now as pleasure seared her nerve endings. It would take so little to bring release, a release that she knew for a while would ease the aching knot of hunger that burned for him.

“So sweet and hot,” he whispered, his mouth moving to the sensitive cord of her neck as his fingers massaged the small opening, encouraging the wet heat to flow harder from her core. “I bet you could come so easy for me, couldn’t you, baby? One hard thrust inside that tight little pussy and you’d explode like the Fourth of July. Do you want to explode, sweetheart?”

She did. Oh God, she did. She needed to. If she didn’t, she was going to die. She panted in anticipation as she felt his fingers move again, felt the touch of not one fingertip against her entrance but two. Oh yes, she was going to come so hard. Just one thrust. One hard, searing thrust and the hunger would be quenched.

But he didn’t thrust hard. He eased in. Morganna heard her own shattered cry as she felt the slow, heated stretching of her pussy, felt his fingers working into her with practiced, diabolical skill.

“God, you feel like silk. Hot, slick silk, Morganna.”

He continued to ease inside, filling her, burning her, driving the heat higher, hotter, but never stilling the flames.

“Please . . .” She couldn’t still the weak plea as he filled her, felt his fingers crooking a second before he began to rub that spot she could never seem to effectively manipulate.

But he was. With just the calloused pad of his fingertip he was sending blistering shards of nearing rapture to shoot through her nerve endings.

“You’re so close, Morganna,” he whispered. “I’m going to have you in my bed, those pretty thighs spread and my cock stretching you more.”

His fingers were wicked. Carnal. Destructive.

He slid them back, nearly pulling free before he moved inside her again. The same steady, slow entrance, the same diabolical caress when they reached the depths of her vagina.

She was shaking, shuddering with need now. Lust was a demon devouring her mind, the need to orgasm so pervasive, so imperative, now that she knew she was fighting a losing battle.

“I can feel you rippling around my fingers, milking them. Wouldn’t it feel so good, Morganna? Climaxing for me? Filling my hand with your sweet warmth?”

“Not fair. . . .” She was reaching blindly for that release, so close, so desperate for it that she felt as though she would shatter without it.

“No. Not fair is seeing you nearly run down by that car.” Rage filled his voice as his body pressed her harder into the door. “Not fair is feeling those bullets pelt around you, knowing you could die.” His fingers jerked inside her, as though he couldn’t resist thrusting, just a little, almost enough.

Enough to have her crying out, arching to her tiptoes, then falling back, fighting desperately to find that final sensation needed to pitch her over the edge.

“You almost died in front of my eyes, damn you,” he snarled before his teeth raked over her neck, his fingers flexing inside her. “For God’s sake, Morganna, why?”

She opened her mouth to speak, to spill every secret she had been trusted with. The information couldn’t be bought, but, oh God, it could be had. As she was drawing in the breath to confide every morsel of information, a hard knock vibrated against her cheek with enough force to shock her.

Clint stilled behind her as the knock came again, harder this time.

“If that’s your leather-clad Lothario, I’m going to kill him.”

She whimpered as Clint’s fingers slid from the aching depths of her pussy and he pulled her back as he stepped aside. He didn’t give her time to recover, didn’t give her the option to leave the room. He looked through the peephole as he released Morganna, pushing her slowly behind him as she stumbled, fighting to regain her balance, cursed, then swung the door open to face the four plainclothes DEA agents she worked with.

Joe Merino was no one’s fool. She saw the knowledge of what had been going on behind the door narrow his eyes as Craig’s muttered curse echoed behind him.

Joe flipped open the small wallet that carried his badge and identification. The DEA seal was clear, as were the others who stood around him.

“Clint, we need to talk.” Joe’s gaze flickered to Morganna before a tight smile curved his rough face. “If you don’t mind.”

“Well, well, well,” Clint drawled, glancing at her over his shoulder. “It looks like your cavalry is here. Do you think they’ll have my answers?”

 

Clint was more furious than he could remember ever being in his life. And there were times he had been damned mad. It wasn’t bad enough that he had learned the innocence that shone so bright in her eyes was false. No woman who embraced the submissive lifestyle could claim the degree of sexual innocence he had fooled himself into believing he saw within Morganna.

But added to that was the knowledge that she had managed to get herself tangled into a web so dangerous, it made his guts cramp in fear. Son of a bitch, he was going to kill Merino. If it was the last thing he managed to do in his life, the man was dead.

After the four men moved into the room, Clint gripped the side of the door and slammed it closed with a force that had Morganna flinching in surprise. His gaze sliced to her wide gray eyes, his jaw bunching with the effort not to put his arms around her, to hold her to him. To know she was safe.

“Buy insurance, Merino,” he growled as he turned from Morganna. “Good insurance. You don’t want your family to be out too much when they have to bury you.”

Joe Merino’s mobile lips kicked up in a cool grin as his brown eyes gleamed with wary amusement. “Come on, Clint; chill out, man. I had no idea she belonged to you.” He flashed Morganna a chastising look.

“Oh God, does this sound like a trashy novel or what?” Morganna piped up, her voice filled with disgust.

“I want to hear the explanations. I’m going to assume you’re working on the date rape case, and pray I’m wrong, because if I’m not, there’s going to be hell to pay once Reno finds out,” Clint ordered tersely

“Tattletale,” she grumbled.

He ignored her, merely staring back at Merino with narrowed eyes.

Joe shook his head mockingly as he stared back at Morganna. “Does your family even know what you do?” he finally asked her.

She pressed her lips tightly together.

Hell no, they didn’t.

Joe sighed. “She’s a DEA agent, Clint. One of the best rookies we have. I don’t know where that attack came from tonight, or who’s behind it, but this is Morganna’s first case and she hasn’t had time to draw that kind of notice yet.”

“It was probably a hit against him,” Morganna said. “I keep telling him he’s going to piss off the wrong person.”

“You set her up as bait,” Clint said, continuing to ignore her. Right now, it was his safest bet.

He couldn’t believe it. Morganna working with the DEA? That wasn’t possible. She couldn’t pull something like that off without Reno’s knowledge. And sure to God, Reno would have told him.

She couldn’t be doing this. She was too soft, too fragile. A man protected women like her; he didn’t allow them to be drawn into the middle of a nightmare.

“We’re investigating the hit,” Merino sighed as he pushed his hands into his slacks pockets and stared back at Clint consideringly. “I’m here out of consideration to you. Because I respect you. But Morganna is an agent with this force, Clint. I can’t have you jerking her out of the arena every chance you get.”

Joe Merino was one tough son of a bitch, despite the designer clothes he wore. He had resigned his commission with the SEALs five years before, after his wife’s death, and gone to work with the DEA instead. He was snake-mean when dealing with criminals and not much nicer when dealing with friendlies.

But he was a damned good agent, and Clint had once believed his judgment to be sound. Pulling Morganna in on this was not sound judgment. Because he should have known that even if Reno didn’t kill him, Clint would. Agent or no agent, this was no place for Morganna.

He turned to Morganna, barely restraining the agonizing fear for her as she stared back at him. It tightened every muscle in his body and left him struggling to pull enough oxygen into his lungs to breathe.

She was deliberately risking her life. She was risking his sanity, his very survival, with this madness.

“You didn’t tell me? Did Raven know?” He was surprised at the hurt that clenched his chest at the thought.

“Raven only knew that I was back in school until my actual graduation. Reno still doesn’t know any differently,” she finally revealed. “Come on, Clint, I didn’t want to be jerked out before I even had a chance to graduate from the Law Enforcement Academy.”

“You didn’t need to be there!” he exclaimed, aware of the horror in his voice. “For God’s sake, Morganna. Merino is going to get you killed.”

She stared back at Clint in determination, defiant courage lighting her eyes. “I’m good at what I do.”

He turned to Merino. “And what made you think you could place her in this kind of danger?” he snarled. “Reno will take you out for this, Joe, and you know it.”

“Reno will accept it the same way you will—”

“Exactly, because I’m going to kill you first.” Clint clenched his fists as he fought to restrain the need to kill the bastard now. “Slowly. Reno can have what’s left.”

Merino snorted mockingly. “Give it up, Clint. We approached you months ago about working this case because of your experience and your reputation on the BDSM scene. You turned it down, so your opinion doesn’t carry any weight here.”

“I have a job, remember?” Clint pointed out sarcastically. “It does kind of require a steady amount of time.”

Merino grimaced. “You’re on leave for six more weeks,” he pointed out. “We could wrap this up within that time with your help. Your reputation as a powerful Dom, combined with the reputation Craig has gained from chasing after Morganna this year, could give us the ace we need—”

“Forget it.”

“Everyone knows her; they know you. Craig is considered new on the scene. He’s barely been in a year—”

Clint swung his gaze to Morganna. “How long have you been involved in this?”

She lifted her chin, her eyes glittering in challenge. “The club scene, for more than three years now. The agency, six months.”

Fuck. Fuck. “And I missed you at those clubs, how?” he demanded.

“I don’t know.” She shrugged her shoulders, crossing her arms beneath her breasts and drawing his gaze to the hard-tipped mounds. “I guess you just weren’t at the right club at the right time, Clint. Or maybe you just weren’t paying enough attention to me.” Her eyes rounded in mock innocence. “I guess it could have been either one.”

Either one? He turned from her slowly. He needed to kill; since he would never consider hurting so much as a hair on her head, that left Merino.

“Forget the insurance,” Clint said softly. “I won’t leave enough of you to bury.”


 


Chapter 4

 

 

The setup was enough to make Clint clench his teeth and fight back an explosion he knew would land him in prison. Killing a cop was bad, even if the cop did deserve to die. And no one deserved it like Merino did.

Morganna had been working the case more than a year.

Fresh out of a Law Enforcement Academy that Clint hadn’t even known she attended; hell, he’d thought she was in secretarial school. After graduation, she had gone to Joe and requested to be part of his task force. She knew the scene, knew the people, and she had the training he needed for an agent.

Clint was aware of the case. Two years ago, a new, specially synthesized date rape drug had come onto the market. A stimulant with the capabilities of rendering victims unable to remember anything but the haziest details while turning them into sex machines for hours at a time. It affected men and women; the powerful aphrodisiac also had the unfortunate side effect of killing the victim in many cases.

The sale of the drug had been controlled by the suppliers, resulting in the inability to identify where it had come from or who was using it. The majority of the women dosed with it disappeared for days at a time and, if they lived, turned up brutalized.

Many hadn’t lived. But the videos made of their rapes had turned up to make millions on the black market. The sexual exploitation of those women was horrendous. Those who survived lived a waking nightmare of knowing the crimes committed against them were being sold, enjoyed. The resulting suicides hadn’t been a surprise.

Not that women had been the only victims. There had been a few men, though those occasions weren’t as numerous.

Clint managed to drag the details out of Merino once the other man understood that death was in his immediate future. Morganna’s part in the case had been small. She had already been part of the club scene, evidently had been for years. She had been careful, though, staying home when Clint was in town or going to the less extreme clubs that he didn’t associate with.

Diva’s, Merlin’s, and the Roundtable were his favorites. They were also the upper-scale, more expensive BDSM clubs on the eastern seaboard and just happened to operate in the same general vicinity of Atlanta.

Morganna didn’t confine herself to the BDSM clubs until she began working with Joe’s team. She played a very careful game of a woman hovering on the edge of submission. Or one fighting her Domme tendencies. Morganna was a dare to every male Dominant in those clubs.

Clint watched Morganna keep a careful distance from him as Merino and the others provided the details of the case. And through it, he learned that Morganna was the bait.

Several of the Doms who inhabited the clubs were sniffing around her. She hadn’t settled on a lover yet, hadn’t used the private rooms, other than Craig’s for meetings, and she played the untouchable challenge. Eager to step into the lifestyle of a sexual submissive, but unwilling to settle on one man to do so.

She kept a close eye on the dealers suspected of handling the drug, as well as informing Merino and his men if any of the women acted drugged or seemed to need help leaving.

In the months Morganna had been working with the team, two women had disappeared, turning up days later, dead. Several more had been rescued from their fate by the team’s intervention, with only three arrests, and those just here lately.

So far, Morganna had been personally responsible for the arrests of the three men suspected of drugging and kidnapping the women and was now on the lookout for their supplier.

“They’ve targeted the BDSM community because of the more unrestrained sexual atmosphere and the participants’ general secretiveness about the double lives they lead,” Joe finished up. “If we could get the group drugging and raping these women here, then we could find the location of the lab or labs being used.”

“The Fuentes Cartel created the drug.” Morganna spoke up then. “Their stronghold was destroyed last year, but we suspect several of the family members survived. We do know from the intel we’ve received that the cartel is fractured now and only one lab is currently working. The drug hasn’t hit the streets yet; so far, it’s just being used for the underground rape videos and, we suspect, is being perfected.”

Clint stared back at her, hiding the shock he could feel racing through his system as he watched her. She was speaking of the Fuentes Cartel as though they were your regular, run-of-the-mill drug runners.

They were killers. And the thought of them targeting Morganna had the blood freezing in Clint’s veins.

“Do you have idea what you’re getting into here?” he ground out. “Any idea just how fucking dangerous the Fuentes people could be?”

She stared back at him calmly. “This drug has to be destroyed, Clint.”

“Not by you.” God, she had no idea what she was getting into. “Not if Fuentes is involved.”

“Fuentes’ survival or lack thereof isn’t the problem. The supplier and the source are. We can get the suppliers if we get a strong enough Dom in to appear determined to tame the shrew no matter the cost or moral objection.” Joe cast a smug look toward Morganna. “So far, we haven’t found one. Morganna isn’t the easiest woman to work with.”

Clint watched her expression closely. Of course she wasn’t, and he would have killed any of the four men if they had convinced her to do what would have been required. If he didn’t kill them anyway for involving her.

“Are you aware of what they’re asking you to do?” he asked her furiously.

She shrugged mockingly. “I’m just waiting on them to present a viable candidate.”

The challenge she was presenting to the Dominants within the club was bad enough. Some of them had fewer scruples than an alley cat. But even worse, she was daring some bastard to attempt to drug her, to force her into submission.

Clint had followed the news reports of the women who had been drugged. Those found dead as well as those who’d survived. They had presented a challenge. Women who didn’t bow to the submissive lifestyle but who enjoyed watching from the sidelines and socializing within the fringe clubs such as Masters provided.

And Morganna was just waiting for Joe to find a viable candidate to push the bastards into drugging her?

Clint’s outraged anger edged higher.

“And you think you could handle working with a full Dom?” He shook his head. “You can’t keep from arguing over a damned grocery list. There’s no way in hell you can pull it off.”

“Of course I can.” She waved the furious retort away with a graceful flip of her hand. “I can be a very good actress when I need to be.”

“You’ve lost your ever-lovin’ mind.” He stared back at her. His southern drawl had slowly eased over the years of learning other languages, being in other nations, but at times of stress it slipped out. And his stress level was nearing stroke stage.

“For God’s sake, Morganna, the private rooms are just for the more extreme acts. I know you’re not blind.” And that wasn’t even counting the underground club—the sexual extremities there had been known to make even him uncomfortable.

“Stop acting like an outraged father.” She stared back at him defiantly. “I don’t have to ask your permission to do this.”

His fists clenched in an effort to control himself, to hold back the lust and the anger and the driving need to protect her. Even if that protection was from herself. Or him.

“Most of our agency Doms won’t fool with her past the first hour,” Merino snickered as he sat down. “Morganna has a bad habit of trying to tell them how to do their jobs. I believe she even informed one of them that her vibrator was more fun to play with.”

Clint watched her face flush as she lifted her eyes, staring at the ceiling rather than the five men now currently discussing her sex life.

“A woman can’t fake walking with a plug up her ass,” Clint snapped then, seeing the shock as her eyes flew back to his. “Just as she can’t fake her demeanor after leaving one of those rooms with a real Dom. Half the time, I’ve never used the room.” He watched her closely as he delivered his next piece of information. “Have you ever fucked in the middle of a crowd, Morganna? Sat on your Dom’s lap and had his cock slide up your pussy? That’s what we’re talking here. Not playtime, dammit.”

He saw her flinch, then watched the heat that filled those dark stormy gray eyes. It turned her on, almost as much as it turned him on.

The agents watching them weren’t unaffected.

Clint turned to Merino and glimpsed the lust in several of the agents’ eyes. Some Doms shared their women easily and with pleasure. Clint wasn’t willing to share this woman, but would Morganna’s sexuality allow her to let another man touch her?

The need to know consumed Clint, even as the knowledge that he would kill the bastard who took her in front of him filled his mind.

Clint’s gaze flew back to Morganna. She was watching him with dazed lust, the kind that filled a woman’s eyes when her sexuality was at its peak, the need to be touched, taken, filling every particle of her mind.

And she needed. He knew she needed.

“Fine, you want to be my sub?” He narrowed his eyes as he watched her. “Let’s see how submissive you can be. Come here.” He lifted his hand, waving his fingers back toward himself in invitation.

Morganna arched her brow mockingly even as fluttering warnings of danger vibrated in her stomach. Clint was not a man to be played with when he had that look in his eyes. Cold ice-blue, like Alaskan waters, freezing her to the pit of her soul with trepidation.

He wouldn’t hurt her . . . well, not without pleasure being involved. But that look meant she was not going to like what was coming.

“I don’t think so.” She stood her ground, and so help her, if he got out of that chair and came after her, she was going to throw something at him.

Joe snorted from where he sat. “See what I mean? She’s too confrontational to be a sub.”

“Says who?”

“That would have earned you a ball gag,” Clint said.

“You’d have to be willing to die to put it there first.” She smiled with chilling politeness as he paced to the other side of the room, one hand rubbing at his neck as he glared back at her.

“You guys are taking this way too seriously.” She shook her head as she stared back at them. “We’ve caught three of the dealers. Craig will score as soon as we get another Dom in.”

“Until you get to the part where we can’t find a Dom willing to work with you,” Joe reminded her. “We haven’t been able to find a suitable couple familiar to the scene, either. And whoever is supplying this shit seems to smell damned agents. Which leaves us where we are. We have two more months left to find a break in the case before we’re going to be forced to abandon it.”

Morganna clenched her teeth at the thought of that. “We have a list of suspected players—”

“Enough!” Clint’s voice sliced through the room as she turned back to him. How did she know he would be the one to protest? “Just to begin with, the players would more likely put a bullet through your head. Hence tonight’s attack. In case they didn’t, though, just how the hell do you think you’re going to fake disinterest in me?”

She let her gaze rove over his body this time. Her mouth watered at the sight of that bulge in the front of his jeans. She forced herself to move on, lifting her brow disdainfully as she reached his gaze once again.

“I should point out, Morganna, at this moment, you are showing anything but disinterest,” Joe pointed out drolly. “Bang, baby, you’re dead.”

“Who says there can’t be attraction? Just because a woman is reluctant doesn’t mean she has to be uninterested,” she snapped back at him. “You’re trying to make this more complicated than what it is.”

“We’re trying to make this safe,” Joe argued.

“I can’t believe you’re trying to argue with her.” Clint shook his head in exasperation. “I learned better than that years ago. No, Morganna!” His voice sliced across the room, causing her lips to flatten in frustration as she glared back at him.

“Damn, she’s not arguing with him,” Craig muttered moments later. “He’s good.”

Satisfaction glittered in Clint’s gaze. One of these days, she was going to learn to ignore that tone of voice.

“Our original problem hasn’t been solved,” Joe pointed out. “You’re getting no place fast this way. No dealers means no suppliers. All we have are the three men we caught last week, none of whom seem to know shit about where the lab is located. All we have is this monster drug Fuentes created, and women who are going to keep dying while those fucking videos are going to keep selling.”

“Your original idea is a good one.” Clint clenched his teeth as he pushed his fingers through his hair. “Your problem is your female agent.”

“That’s your problem,” she broke in.

“You’re pushing me, Morganna,” he said as she smiled innocently, batting her eyelashes just because she knew it pissed him off. She received a glare in return.

“I’m just waiting for words of wisdom to spout from your golden lips.” She smiled innocently. “Figured you’d take offense.”

He ignored her, turning to Joe instead. “They won’t sell to someone they can’t vet thoroughly. Your men are good men, but I’m betting they weren’t a part of the scene before two years ago.”

“Not in this area.” Joe shook his head firmly. “We pulled several in from New York and one from California, though. They have solid reputations in the bondage community.”

“But whoever is testing this drug here is damned careful,” Clint pointed out. “You need someone he knows, someone he can vet easily. Someone known for his dominance as well as the fact that no one has ever said no to him. But also a male careful enough to want to dose his woman himself, to be sure she stays safe. Pull in a female agent strong enough to work the part, I’ll work with her.”

Morganna felt the slow, steady burn of betrayal begin to consume her. He wouldn’t do this to her, surely?

“This is my assignment, Clint.”

“You’re not involved.” The edge of command in his voice vibrated through the room. “I have six weeks’ leave. Pull her off the case and I’ll work with you.”

“You can’t do that,” she cried out painfully.

She turned to the agents she had worked with for the past year and with a sense of failure realized she had lost. “Do you really think you can find an agent experienced enough to say no to him?”

“Willing to fuck and willing to submit are two different things, as you point out, Morganna,” Joe argued. “A man wanting submission is not going to settle for just a roll in the sheets. Especially a well-known Dom.”

“Morganna, arguing over this isn’t going to help,” Clint replied in return. “They need a dependable Dom that fits into this area more than they need you at present. My terms are that you go off the case.”

She blinked back at him in shock and pain. “You can keep using Craig to push for the drug.” She turned to Joe for support. There was none. “He’s been there long enough, Joe. Anyone who knows Clint knows he’s a SEAL. They’ll never go for it.”

“Anyone who knows me knows a hell of a lot more about me than you do, Morganna,” he pointed out, his voice soft. “I don’t take no for an answer. It would be in my character to take what I want. However I had to.”

“This is so bogus.” She forced back her pain, her knowledge that she was losing, as she turned to Joe again. “You’re going to go along with this, aren’t you?”

It was there in their faces. They would hear any argument she had, but they had what they’d wanted all along, a local Dom they could trust.

Six months wasted, and this was what she had to show for it, Clint walking in and throwing her out.

She dropped her arms as she stared back at all of them, aware of Clint’s waiting stillness, the tension that zapped around him.

“Morganna, it’s better this way—” Joe met her gaze, his eyes narrowed, his expression thoughtful.

“Save the apologies,” she snapped, catching the satisfaction that shimmered in Clint’s eyes. “I’ve had enough of the five of you. I’m going home. I’ll lodge my protest with the commander Monday morning.”

“We’re not finished,” Clint reminded her, his voice dark, furious, as she turned and stalked to the door.

As she gripped the door handle she turned back to him, a bright, false smile tipping her lips.

“Oh, you mean the fucking thing?” she asked with false innocence. “Thanks, but no thanks. See if your pretty little submissive agent can give you what you need, because I’ll be damned if you have anything I want.”

 

What had gotten into her? Clint cursed in four different languages as he followed Morganna’s cab at a sedate distance until it pulled up on her street. He continued on to the alley behind her house, turned off his truck lights, and pulled into the back driveway he knew was never used.

Would she be pissed enough to look to see if he was sitting there? He doubted if she would see him if she did. The overhang of the old garage Reno’s father used to tinker in before his and his wife’s deaths would hide the vehicle from the second story, and the lawn furniture directly ahead of Clint would shield him from the back unless she turned on the porch light.

He rolled down his window, listening as the front door slammed and lights flipped on through the house.

Why couldn’t he just leave it alone? he asked himself as he stared at the house. Joe Merino and Grant Samuels had promised to take watch out front on her tonight; it wasn’t like Clint needed to be there. Still, he couldn’t help himself.

He watched as the kitchen light flared and her silhouette moved through the room. Graceful, slender.

Clint leaned his arms on the steering wheel as he sighed wearily.

He hadn’t expected that steel core of defiance that lit her eyes tonight, and he sure as hell hadn’t expected his response to it. Morganna had been able to make his dick hard for eight years now. But she had never really tested his control until tonight. Tonight he had been close to taking her against the door of his apartment with no consideration for her comfort.

She moved from the kitchen, the light blinking off behind her. Minutes later, the light flared in her bedroom. Unlike in the kitchen, her silhouette lasted for only seconds before she closed the heavy curtains, blackening his view into the bedroom.

He leaned back in the pickup and stared back at the house thoughtfully. He was going to have to call Reno. Despite her accusation that he simply tattled on her for the hell of it, that wasn’t exactly true.

Reno and Clint had made a pact years ago. They knew their sisters and knew the trouble they could get into if left unattended. Both men swore the two girls, precious to them, would never lose themselves as so many other young women had.

The two men ratted to each other in the spirit of love and protection, Clint thought with a grunt as he pulled his cell phone from the holder at his hip.

Bullshit. If Reno wasn’t around as a buffer, then only God knew what Clint was going to end up doing to that sweet, hot little body of Morganna’s. And in doing so, he would end up breaking them both.
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Raven answered the cell phone on the third silent vibration, casting a wary glance to the bathroom as she kept her attention on the sound of running water.

“Hey, Clint. What’s up?” she answered cheerfully.

Her brother’s number popping up on the caller ID couldn’t mean anything good.

“Hey there, Sis. How’s the honeymoon going? Have you killed him yet?” Clint’s voice was smooth, real smooth. It was a dead giveaway. He was madder than hell.

“Oh, like any other honeymoon.” She pretended indifference. “Lots of time in bed and a little sightseeing. Reno is balking over the snorkeling and doesn’t want to hike into a volcano. Go figure.”

“Go figure,” Clint muttered in return. “He wouldn’t be available for a quick chat, would he? Just to make sure he’s still living and all.”

Uh-huh, she believed that one.

“Is anyone dead?” she asked suspiciously.

“No,” Clint drawled carefully.

“Then you can’t talk to him. Every time you’ve called him in the past six months he’s gone running out of the house and hasn’t returned for hours. It’s my honeymoon. I am not coming home.” And she wasn’t going to let Reno make Morganna’s life hell right now.

Raven didn’t exactly agree with her friend’s decision when she joined the Law Enforcement Academy without telling Reno, but she supported her. Morganna needed an identity outside her brother, a life of her own, and if that was the life she chose for herself, then she had the right to live it.

Clint’s voice hardened over the line. “I’m not a fool, sweetheart. I know you’re blocking my calls to Reno. You know I’ll get there eventually.”

“Clint . . .” She bit her lip before sighing deeply. “We’ve all left Morganna. She’s alone now; you can’t expect her to live her life in a way that’s comfortable for the rest of us. If you can’t help her, and if she needs us, then she’ll let me know and I’ll tell Reno.”

She could feel Clint’s fury rolling over the phone line now.

“She’s going to get her ass killed, Raven. Some bastard nearly ran her over for her efforts in whatever the hell she’s involved in.”

Raven’s heart thickened in her chest. “Is she okay?”

“Do you care?”

“Don’t give me that, Clinton Mclntyre,” she hissed. “How many times have you been shot that I don’t know about? How many times was Reno hurt that Morganna and I were never informed of? Don’t you try to guilt me; just tell me if she’s okay.”

“She’s fine,” he snapped. “Now put Reno on the phone.”

“No.”

“No?” Male outrage filled his voice. “Raven, don’t make me fly out there.”

“And if you fly out here, who’s going to watch Morganna?” she pointed out. “If you think she needs protection, then protect her. Stop whining to Reno over everything. You just do it so you can avoid her, which really doesn’t make sense. If you don’t care anything for her, then why care what the hell she’s doing?”

Raven was sick of watching her friend eat her heart out over Clint’s stupid male pride. Morganna loved Clint until nothing or no one else would do, and despite Clint’s frozen seeming disregard, he did care. If he didn’t, he wouldn’t take such pleasure in driving Reno crazy every time he thought she was doing something wrong.

“Raven, this isn’t a game.” His voice roughened with his anger. “She’s going to get killed.”

“And you can’t help her?” Was she wrong about him? “Do you really have to worry Reno to the point that I have to cancel my honeymoon because you can’t do what Reno would do? Reno would have protected me. He wouldn’t have called you home, Clint.”

“Reno loved you, Raven.” He sighed. “He always has. There’s a difference.”

“And you don’t love Morganna? Even a little, Clint? Enough to give her just a little of what you would give a total stranger if you were on a mission? What happened to you, Clint, that you hate her so much?”

“I don’t hate her.” He ground the words through the phone line.

No, he didn’t hate Morganna, and Raven knew it. Just as she once had, he was fighting everything he felt, everything he wanted. Reno had broken through that fight, though, and it made her realize how much she was missing out on by missing out on him. She thanked God every day that he had done so.

“Reno will jerk her to a safe house, and he’ll stand guard over her like the terrified brother he’ll be,” she murmured.

“Hell yeah,” Clint snapped. “Why do you think I’m calling?”

“And in doing so, he’ll alienate his sister forever, taking the last tie she has to a family. She’ll never forgive him, Clint. And she’ll never forgive you if you do it, either. Please don’t hurt her like that. Don’t steal her dreams, Clint.”

“Party girls shouldn’t play grown-up games,” he snarled. “She isn’t experienced enough for this.”

“And you know Morganna now about as well as you knew her when she was a teenager,” Raven said sadly. “Why not try looking past the makeup and pretty clothes, brother mine? You might be surprised at what you find.”

As the shower shut off, she disconnected the phone and tucked it back in her purse, then she breathed in a hard, desperate breath. God, if anything happened to Morganna, Reno would never, ever forgive her. Morganna was the last family tie he had left, and he worshipped his sister. Raged at her sometimes, rarely understood her, but he loved her, as only an older brother could.

And Raven knew she would never forgive herself, either. Morganna was the closest thing to a sister that Raven had ever known. If anything happened to Morganna, Raven would always know that by telling her husband the truth she could have saved her.

“Raven?” She jerked as Reno’s voice, soft, inquiring, spoke behind her.

She turned to him, amazed anew at the man who was now her husband. She had sworn she would never marry a SEAL, that she would never trust her heart to a man in such a dangerous profession. He had changed her mind. He had shown her how much she truly did need him. For as long as she could hold him.

“That was fast.” She tightened the belt of her robe and walked into his arms, feeling the strength and hardness of his arms enfolding her.

“I missed you in there with me. What was so important out here?”

“Checking up on my brother.” She hid her face against his chest. “Making sure he wasn’t causing any trouble.”

“And is he?” His voice was gentle, curious. Suspicious.

“About normal.” Her arms twined around his neck as her lips pressed against his chest. “And it’s my honeymoon. He’s not allowed to ruin my honeymoon.”

“No one is allowed to ruin your honeymoon.” He kissed her head gently. “But you know, Raven, sometimes your husband isn’t as thickheaded as you think he might be.”

She stilled in his arms.

“I’ve known about Morganna since she joined the Academy,” he whispered at Raven’s ear. “And unbeknownst to both of you, I attended her graduation and watched her take that diploma with pride. And, sweet wife, I am receiving regular updates on her progress.”

She jerked back, narrowing her eyes before slapping at his bare arm and baring her teeth at him furiously.

He laughed, concern lurking behind the amusement in his gaze.

“Don’t worry.” He winked. “I promise not to let Clint get hold of me for a while. Okay?”

“That is so mean.” She pouted. “I can’t believe you hid this from me.”

“You hid it from me,” he pointed out. “I’m just sick of watching you worry about her on our honeymoon.” Then he sobered, his eyes darkening in worry. “I know she grew up, Raven, and I know she has to make a life for herself. I’ll head home if she needs me, but as long as Clint’s there, she’s safe.”

Now Raven just prayed Clint didn’t break her friend’s heart and that he realized how easy it would be to do just that.

Reno pulled her back into his arms, controlling her struggles as his erection pressed against her stomach, firing her arousal.

“Now come here, wife. Let’s enjoy our honeymoon.”


 


Chapter 5

 

 

Joe Merino pulled the black surveillance van into a parking spot within sight of Morganna’s house and stared at the dimly lit upper window thoughtfully.

She was home safe and sound, no tails, no problems. So why was the hair on the back of his neck tingling? It was never a good sign.

Beside him sat the one true friend he had ever claimed and the only man he trusted with his life.

Grant Samuels was slouched in his seat, nursing a steaming cup of coffee and bleary eyes. His ever-present University of Southern Carolina baseball cap was pulled down over his eyes and his dark T-shirt stained with some painting project his wife had pulled him into months ago. And he was scowling. This was his third night away from his comfortable matrimonial bed, and he was starting to get damned cranky.

A cranky Grant wasn’t anyone’s idea of a fun time, either. Even his best friend’s.

“Think he’ll do it?” Grant finally mumbled as he lifted the coffee cup to his lips again.

Grant was as addicted to his coffee as he was to his wife.

“He’ll do it.”

“What makes you think so?” Grant yawned through the question.

Joe stared back at the house, seeing the slender female shadow as it passed by the curtains in the living room before the lights flipped out. He was going to have to mention windows and shadows before some son of a bitch put a bead on her through that window.

“She’s his weakness.” He nodded to the house. “Every woman he’s had in the last five years resembles her. She’s not going to obey him like a good little girl, no matter how much he wishes she would. She’ll defy him, and then he won’t have a choice.”

Joe understood that kind of weakness; he could even respect it in a pitying sort of way. When a man loved a woman like that, then the betrayal, if and when it came, ripped his soul apart.

“He has a strange way of showing it,” Grant muttered. “And he’s not the smartest good ole boy I ever met, Joe. You don’t piss a woman off like that; she’ll cut your balls off for it. And she’s crazy about him. I swear I heard her heart break when he talked about working with another woman.”

Yeah, Grant, poor sap that he was, had kept his eyes lowered, his expression filled with sympathy, as Clint pushed the girl. Grant had actually muttered an “amen” when she stalked from the apartment.

“She reminded me of Maggie,” Grant sighed. “Full of fire.”

Joe grunted absently, watching the house. Clint Mclntyre was one hard-ass. He was one of the regulars at the upper-scale bondage clubs and well-known for his extreme tastes in sex. Spanking, toys, butt fucking. He was good to the women, but he pushed them, pushed the limits of their sexuality as well as their endurance.

Some of the women he’d had in the last few years said he could fuck for hours without breaking pace and then start again with only a light nap. Hell, Joe hadn’t done that since he was eighteen. Mclntyre’s testosterone level must be off the damned charts. That or he was trying to screw a hunger out of his system that wouldn’t die. Joe understood that one. He understood that one too well.

“So why are we here?” Grant shifted in his seat, working to get more comfortable. “Clint’s in the back watching the house, and I can’t see where we’re needed.”

“That attempted hit bothers me, man,” Joe finally admitted. “Her cover couldn’t have been cracked. No way in hell.”

“There’s never no way in hell,” Grant pointed out wearily. “Anything’s possible.”

Yeah, no shit. It wasn’t something Joe should have forgotten. Hell, he hadn’t forgotten; that was why Grant was here missing out on his wife and bitching over it. Joe didn’t have the same trust in the others.

Joe shook his head. “I have a bad feeling about this one, brother. A bad feeling all the way around.”

“Not good,” Grant muttered.

No, it wasn’t good. Joe lived his life by his gut; he always had. It was one of the reasons he’d left the SEALs, one of the reasons he’d taken command of this task force.

“So why are we here?” Grant asked again. “I could be curled around my Maggie, sleeping peacefully, Joe. McIntyre ain’t stupid. He’ll watch her tonight.”

That was Joe’s intention. Clint needed time to assess the situation, to think about things awhile without interference. If that hit was against Morganna and another came too soon, then he’d jerk her out of the assignment and cart her off gagged and bound. Joe couldn’t afford that. He needed the other man in this assignment fast.

“We’ll help him watch her awhile,” Joe murmured. “You can sleep tomorrow.”

“Man, Maggie ain’t in the bed through the day. You suck, Joe,” Grant griped.

Yeah, yeah, yeah. Grant was missing one pitiful night with his wife. So what? Joe was missing every night with his.

“If I were that mean-assed SEAL, I’d cart little Morganna off as hard and fast as possible and tell you to kiss my ass,” Grant continued. “What makes you think he won’t?”

“She won’t let him.” A tight smile curved Joe’s lips. “She’s had a taste of adrenaline, Grant. A taste of danger. She likes it. She likes it real well. And she’s damned good at the job.”

He knew the signs, knew the fire that burned in the eyes and in the soul. It made her careful, but it pushed her, made her eager for the job. Given a few more years, a little balance and experience, she would be a damned good agent.

“You’re a bastard, Joe,” Grant accused, his voice low, sad. “You’ve really sunk, man. You knew what you were doing when you let her come in, didn’t you?”

“Did I know McIntyre would follow?” he asked knowingly. “Yeah, I knew. Just like I made sure she was in the right place at the right time when I needed him. I’m good like that.” Maneuvering it had been a bitch, though.

“You’re evil like that.” It wasn’t a compliment. “He’ll kill you if he finds out.”

“So?” If McIntyre found it, then it meant the operation had been completed successfully. That was all that mattered. Nothing mattered but the mission.

“You scare me sometimes, buddy,” Grant whispered. “Sometimes you really, really scare me.”

“I’ll watch your ass.” That one was a given. Always.

“I’ll watch yours,” Grant promised. “But, brother, one day, payback is gonna be hell.”

Joe was already paying.

 

Morganna saw the shimmer of color just beneath the awning of the small shed out back and knew that Clint was parked there.

He was watching over her. A sad smile reflected in the window as Morganna sat tucked into the wide frame, knowing he couldn’t see her, that he was unaware that she was watching him even as he was watching her house. And she bet he didn’t even know why he was sitting out there.

Clint would excuse it, just as he always did, but in his eyes she would see the truth. He was as helpless against what he felt for her as she was against her emotions for him.

Maybe in a way she could almost understand his determination to keep her out of the line of fire, away from danger. If she could keep him home and safe, then she would have done it years ago. But the one thing she understood about Clint was the fact that he was a warrior. He believed in what he did; all the way to the bottom of his soul he believed in it.

Just as she believed in what she was doing.

Clint may have made certain she was no longer working this case. Morganna had no doubt that Commander O’Reilly wouldn’t prefer a trained SEAL, familiar with the role he was playing, working it. But he would place Morganna somewhere else.

Perhaps it was time to request an assignment outside of Atlanta, she mused sorrowfully. She could tell Reno what she was doing now; it was too late for him to stop her. He wouldn’t like it, it would hurt him, but he would accept it.

And if she left Atlanta, then the chances of seeing Clint again would be nearly zero. At least slim enough that maybe she could find a life outside the constant hope she managed to keep alive in her heart.

She loved him. She had long ago grown used to the fact that she would always love him.

And she was terribly afraid Clint would never change. He would always fight what he could feel for her. And he would always insist on attempting to save her from herself. As though she were a child rather than the woman who ached for him nightly.

She touched her hand to the window, her gaze never leaving the dull shimmer of color beneath the awning. He had shown her more of himself tonight than she had ever seen in him before. She had felt his kiss, his touch, his passion, and the need for more burned inside her with a ferocity she couldn’t fight.

She had fought too long to allow Clint to take this from her, though. This was different from the parties he had dragged her away from and the boyfriends he had frightened off. This was her life, and if he didn’t want to share it with her, then he could step aside and let her live it in peace.

Even if it meant she had to eventually leave Atlanta herself.

“Good night, Clint,” she finally whispered, pressing her lips to her fingers before placing them against the glass once again.

Then with a self-mocking little snort she moved from the window, shed the robe she had donned, and climbed into her empty, lonely bed.


 


Chapter 6

 

 

“Why am I so not surprised to see you here?” Morganna muttered as she followed the scent of freshly ground and brewed coffee from her bedroom to the kitchen.

There were few people capable of making decent coffee. Clint was one of the best.

He was sitting at her kitchen table reading the newspaper. Dressed to kill in well-worn jeans and a white shirt that begged her to unbutton it and strip it off his wide shoulders. If she weren’t so damned mad at him, then she would have tried.

Her one concession to modesty herself was the loose light cotton pajama bottoms with Kiss This written across the rear and a rosy pink camisole top that left a swath of creamy bare skin from just above her belly button to the band of her pj’s that lay below her hips.

“I brought donuts. They’re probably still warm.” His voice was soft, almost conciliatory, as he laid the paper down and picked up his own steaming cup of coffee.

“Cream-filled?”

“Would I bother with anything else?” Amusement laced his voice.

Okay, so her habit was pretty well-known. Krispy Kreme cream-filled glazed. She opened the box and inhaled as a shiver of pleasure washed over her. Forget sex with grouch-ass. She would drown her sorrows in fluffy cream filling and melt-in-your-mouth sweet perfection.

“Why are you here?” She shuffled over to the coffeepot and picked up the waiting cup.

She heard his sigh behind her. She didn’t trust Clint when he was being nice. Which said something about their non-relationship.

It sucked.

“I promised Reno I’d look after you while he was gone.” Clint cleared his throat with uncharacteristic nervousness.

She restrained the urge to throw the cup of coffee at him.

“I’ll lie for you and tell him what a great job you did when he gets home.” And in the meantime she would figure out how to heal the lacerations he was inflicting on her heart.

“Morganna . . .”

She turned, watching as he wiped his hand over his face, his expression somber as he lifted his eyes to her. Not just somber, his blue eyes were dark with emotion, with a rare tenderness that never failed to clench her heart.

God, she loved him. And at times it just seemed so hopeless.

“Look, I just want to talk sensibly. Can we do that? Just once?” he asked.

“I always talk sensibly, Clint. You can just never get past the fact that while I’m doing so, I’m making you hard,” she pointed out sadly. “That’s not my fault.”

He lowered his head, rubbing fiercely between his eyes as he grimaced.

“I’m trying here, Morganna. Can’t you?” The irritation faded from his expression as he stared back at her sincerely. “Just for a few minutes?”

“Have you changed your mind about working with me?” That betrayal was the worst he had dealt her so far.

“I can’t do that.” Regret filled his voice.

She breathed in roughly, fighting past the pain that rose in her chest, thickened her throat.

“Then we don’t have anything to talk about,” she told him evenly. “You wasted your time this morning, Clint. The donuts were a nice try, though.”

She moved to the box of donuts, lifting the lid and removing one as she glanced back at him. He was watching her silently, calculating.

Damn him, he knew how she felt, knew how weak she was toward him. Surely he wouldn’t try to use that against her now?

She knew Clint, to the bottom of her soul. What he couldn’t get yelling at her he would try to “reason” her into. Sadly, his male reasoning sucked, which meant she wasn’t in any danger of agreeing with him. He hadn’t tried sexual coercion. Yet.

Moving back to her coffee, she leaned against the counter, crossed her ankles, and bit into the near-orgasmically delightful confection. His eyes followed every move.

“You’re not going to even try to understand, are you?” he asked quietly.

“That you’re being unreasonable?” She licked the thick, fluffy cream from her lip with a flick of her tongue. “I understand that completely, Clint. I actually expect it from you.”

A frown marred his brow. “What the hell does that mean?”

“It means that since the moment you caught me wearing makeup and dressing like a girl instead of a tomboy, you’ve resented me. You see me as a pretty, worthless party girl without a brain in her little head. Unfortunately, I’m not willing to play into your image of that forever. I’ve actually grown quite sick of it.”

Morganna picked up her coffee, sipping at the hot brew as she watched his expression closely.

“That’s not true.”

“Of course it’s true.” She smiled gently, inhaling a ragged breath. “You think I’m just like your mother. Unable to settle down or care for her children while her husband is off fighting wars.”

There. It was out in the open. Morganna steeled herself against the hard expression that came over his face, the ice in his eyes. God, she hated it when he looked at her like that.

“This has nothing to do with her.”

“Of course it does. It always has.” She shrugged, fighting back the tears, the pain. “Do you think I haven’t realized what the problem was all along, Clint? You believe I’ll screw around on you while you’re gone, simply because I wear makeup and like to dance. Because she did. As far as you’re concerned, I have no more honor than she did.”

“You’re reaching, Morganna.” He shook his head.

“Am I?” Her smile was forced, as was the calm edge of her voice. “I don’t know, Clint. The evidence is pretty overwhelming from where I sit. We were getting along fine when I was a little tomboy chasing after you. Once I started wearing makeup and having a life outside you, you hated me.”

“I don’t hate you.”

“You can’t keep your hands off me and you hate yourself as well as me for it.”

Her heart was racing as his brows lowered ominously, his expression becoming darker. “Morganna. That has nothing to do with this operation—”

“Of course it does.” She lifted her chin defiantly. She was not going to cry over him again. She had spent weeks crying a year ago when she made the mistake of going to his apartment to comfort him after his buddy’s death. “It has everything to do with it. How can a party girl, one step above a tramp, possibly contribute anything worthwhile to such an important cause? I’m a hazard to the entire operation, aren’t I, Clint? It doesn’t matter that I’ve been training for this for years. That I fought for this assignment and that it means something to me. All that matters to you is that you can’t handle it.”

“Because you’re inexperienced and that will get you killed.” His jaw clenched almost violently. “You’re not cut out for this life.”

She stared back at him silently for long moments. She didn’t fight the pain he could cause her. It would rise and ebb, like the tide. What tore at her heart now would ease to no more than a dull ache in a few weeks.

“Taking me off this assignment isn’t going to make a difference,” she finally said. “When I return to the agency, the commander will find me something else. Perhaps not something that means as much to me, but something I believe in. What will you do then, Clint?”

He didn’t answer her. Clint rose slowly from his chair instead, his expression blank, though his eyes churned with emotion as he watched her.

“Don’t make the mistake of coming back to one of those clubs tonight,” he announced, his voice hard.

She tossed the donut to the top of the box as she stiffened defiantly. “Don’t make orders you can’t enforce, Clint. It is a free country here, you know.”

“Don’t you underestimate me, Morganna.” He towered over her, glowering down at her from his lofty height with arrogant confidence. “I will put a stop to this.”

“Why?” Her fists clenched as anger enveloped her. “Why do you even care, Clint?”

“Because it’s no more than I would expect from Reno if it were Raven acting so damned foolishly,” he growled. “I won’t let you risk your life, Morganna.”

“And you don’t? Has either Raven or I demanded that you leave the military and take a nice safe little job shuffling papers? Your double standards suck, Clint.”

“Then they suck,” he retorted, his voice harsh. “Dammit, Morganna, you’re asking too much of me.”

“And you’re a liar,” she raged back rashly. “This isn’t about Reno, or friendship, or anything else. The fact of the matter is that you can’t admit how much you care about me, so you’re just going to jerk me out of something I’ve worked my ass off for. Your selfishness amazes me, Clint.”

“Bullshit!”

“The hell it is.” She was in his face and didn’t even realize how she’d gotten there. Her finger jabbed into his chest as she stared up at him challengingly. “You won’t work with me because you know if you did, you couldn’t keep your hands off me or your stone-cold heart safe. That’s your problem. Walk away like you always do. But no, you have to destroy my dreams while you’re at it.”

“My problem is spoiled little girls who think they’re bulletproof,” he snarled, catching her wrist and holding it in the manacle of his fingers. “My problem is your damned stubbornness. I can’t even talk to you.”

“Because you never see anything beyond your own needs,” she cried out raggedly. “You think you can lay down laws and I’ll obey you like I did when I was a child. I’m not a child anymore.”

“That’s more than obvious every time you parade around half-dressed in one of those fucking clubs,” he bit out. “You’re a walking, talking signal for sex and you know it.”

“And you hate it because you can’t ignore me. Because it just makes you hungrier. You can’t stand it, Clint, because you want me just as bad as I want you. Until it’s like a sickness you can’t get rid of.”

“Damn you,” he groaned. “God damn you, Morganna.”

He jerked her into his arms, his lips slamming down on hers, grinding against her as the breath tore from her chest. Desperation fueled his kiss, desperation and fury. She could understand that. She had enough of it herself.

Rather than fighting him, her arms wrapped around his shoulders as she arched to him, certain she could crawl right beneath his flesh if he continued to consume her with his lips as he was doing.

She moaned with aching need as a growl of hunger tore from his chest. His hands were on her hips, lifting her to him as her back met the wall and his cock notched heatedly between her thighs.

The rough denim of his jeans and the fragile material of her pajama bottoms did nothing to protect her from the hard shaft pressing against her. She could feel the dampness flowing from her, the tight clench of her vaginal muscles, and the flaming need that overtook her.

Morganna wrapped her arms around his neck, her hands spearing into his hair to hold him closer to her, to relish every inch of the hard body pressed into hers and the calloused palms clenching against her rear.

“Open,” he growled against her lips as she held them closed. “Now.”

His tongue pressed against the seam of her lips before one hand left her rear, his fingers gripping her jaw and exerting just enough pressure to force her teeth open.

A shiver of debilitating arousal shot through her at the dominant forcefulness. She shuddered in his grip as his tongue forged past her lips and sent fire rushing through her body. The heat of his touch, his kiss, seared her, tore through her senses, and enveloped her in a need so intense she didn’t know if she would survive it.

She wrapped her legs around his lean hips as they ground against her, moving her body in counterpoint to his, the friction against her clit sending impulses of pleasure so intense throughout her body that she knew climax was only seconds away.

His lips devoured hers, slanting against them as his tongue fed from her. Morganna met his kiss with a greater demand of her own. Years of aching, unslaked arousal were like an animal clawing at her womb. She needed him, helplessly, desperately.

“You make me crazy,” he groaned as his lips tore from hers, his hands moving against her as his body held her firmly in place against the wall.

His hands pushed beneath her sleep top, jerking it above her breasts as his palms covered them, drawing an incoherent cry from her lips as she writhed against him, determined to find release before he changed his mind. Again.

“I love your breasts. They get so tight and hard for my touch, your nipples flushing that pretty ruby red.” His head lowered as the fierce throb of lust in his voice sent tremors quaking through her.

When his lips surrounded one hard point, Morganna saw stars. He wasn’t gentle, but she didn’t want gentle. She didn’t need gentle. She needed this, his teeth gripping the hard point, nipping at it erotically before his lips surrounded it, his cheeks drawing on her with a friction that slammed pulse points of pleasure through her vagina. She needed to come. She needed just a moment of release, just one driving orgasm from his touch, and she could go on, because she was smart enough, intuitive enough, to know Clint would never give in this easily.

 

He was drowning in her. What was it about Morganna that destroyed his self-control, that tore through his determination to be patient, to be calm with her? What made her so different from any other woman?

Whatever it was, it went to his head faster than the strongest liquor. It made him crave the taste of her, the feel of her. Her hands tearing at the collar of his shirt so her sharp little teeth could rake across the column of his neck, her hot hands pulling the material of his shirt to give her better access.

Driving lust bit into his balls as his cock surged with an edge of hunger so keen, so violent, it sent shock waves racing through his mind, further eroding his control.

He released the swollen tip of her breast to ease back, holding her in place with his hips as he jerked his shirt from his pants, her hands moving for the buttons.

“Just a few more minutes,” she whispered desperately, panting for air as her stormy eyes met his. “Just a few more minutes, Clint. Please. Please don’t stop yet.”

The need he saw in her reflection destroyed him. Had a woman ever stared back at him with such stark hunger, with such desperation? Her face was flushed with it, her lips swollen, her expression tight with her race to orgasm as she ground the hot mound of her sex against the ridge of his cock.

He should stop now. He knew he should stop now. As her hand tore at the buttons of his shirt, some releasing, some popping free, and the edges spread to her inquisitive little hands, he knew he should stop.

Instead, his lips were lowering to hers, taking them fiercely as her nails bit into his muscles, raking across them with fiery heat.

He couldn’t leave her aching, but he couldn’t take her. His hands clenched on her hips as his lips and tongue tasted hers, and he fell deeper into the intoxicating sensations he found only with her.

He ground himself tighter between her thighs, feeling the moist heat echoing against his erection. God, he needed her. He needed inside her, driving deep and hard into the wet, hot depths of her pussy. Just once, the animal lust howled inside him. Just one time. But he knew one time would never be enough.

“Come here.” He tore his lips from hers, snarling with the demand he could feel rising between them.

He loosened her thighs, forcing her to lower her legs to the floor despite her whimper, and went to his knees before her.

He was met with the sight of that silky bare skin between the top and her pajama bottoms. Her shallow belly button, glistening with the gold of her belly ring. He pressed his cheek against the heated flesh, then turned his head until his lips were opening on it. Soft, sweet Morganna. He licked at her, blowing his breath over the damp flesh as she shivered in his grip.

His tongue laved the soft skin; his hands clenched in the elastic band of the bottoms and slowly pulled them down her thighs. He had to taste her. How many times had he dreamed of it? Of feeling the hot syrup of her desire against his tongue as she unraveled in his hold?

Her bare mound glistened with her juices as he forced her legs apart, his fingers spreading the soft folds for his mouth.

“I have a bed,” she cried out, even as her hips arched to him. “Oh God, Clint, I won’t be able to stand up.”

“I’ll hold you up,” he muttered, moving a hand between her thighs as his tongue arrowed in on the ripe flesh awaiting him.

Her keening cry filled his senses as the soft, sweet taste of her exploded against his tongue and the tight, hot grip of her sex began to surround his questing fingers. She was a wet, silken vise around the two fingers he began to work inside her, drenching them with the heated slide of her juices. Beneath his tongue, her clit swelled in anticipation, and her hips writhed against his touch.

“Come for me, baby,” he whispered, dying to feel her convulse around his fingers, to taste the pleasure he could hear echoing in her cries. “I want to feel you come for me.”

His lips moved over her clit, catching it in the gentle suction of his mouth as his tongue began to flicker over her. His fingers moved inside her, stretching her, filling her completely, before bending and finding the sensitive spot inside, just behind her clit.

The pads of his fingers rubbed gently as he increased the friction on her clit. She was close. So close her hands were tangled in his hair, pulling at it as her body began to tighten.

She was going to come. Morganna fought to breathe as the pleasure overwhelmed her, stole her sense of self, and merged her with Clint. Whatever the hell he was doing with his fingers was destroying her. They didn’t just stretch her, didn’t just fill her with pulses of fiery sensation. But he was rubbing against something, making her clit pulse in warning, swell, and demand relief.

She fought against his hold, desperate to feel his fingers pumping inside her, but the arm wrapped around her hips held her carefully in place. She wasn’t moving, but she was getting ready to fly. She could feel it building, tightening in her womb, in the ecstatic pulses pounding in her clitoris.

She arched tighter to him, feeling the pressure from his mouth increase, feeling the sizzle of impending orgasm rush along her spine. So close. Her fingers dug into his hair as he suckled at her clit, harder, faster, his tongue massaging her with fast, rapid strokes until she splintered.

Her own screams echoed in her head as the orgasm slammed through her, rocking through her system, jerking her with hard, brutal spasms as her sex convulsed around his fingers and tightened almost painfully before releasing again, jerking the strength from her legs and leaving her helpless in his grip.

Stars exploded through her head as space and time warped around her. Clint was wringing every last ounce of pleasure from her helpless body and stealing her breath, her reality, with his touch.

When she finally slumped against the wall, he began to release her. Slowly. His head lifted from her oversensitive flesh as his fingers eased slowly from her vagina, pulling back as the muscles protested with a last, violent spasm that sent shudders slamming through her.

His hands were gentle as he pulled her pajamas back into place, sat her in the chair he had vacated earlier, and pulled her top over her naked breasts.

It was over. She could see it in the tight lines of his face, the raging, unquenched lust in his eyes. He wouldn’t go any further, despite his own need. And his need raged. She could see it. Feel it.

“It won’t go away,” she whispered tearfully as he squatted in front of her. “It will only get worse now, Clint.”

His fingertips touched her cheek as a grimace contorted his face.

“Stay out of the clubs,” he ordered hoarsely. “Stay away from me, Morganna. For both our sakes.”

He leaned forward, kissed her lips with such tenderness she felt the first tear fall from her eyes as he stood to his feet.

“Don’t make me do something we’ll both regret. If you do nothing else to save yourself, baby, do that.”

Morganna kept her head down, hid her tears, and fought the anger rising hot and deep inside her. Her fists clenched against the need to scream, to rail, to beg. And she swore she would never do that. She was a fighter, but she wouldn’t fight for pity.

She stayed silent until the door closed behind him, until she heard the truck start up in the back driveway with a powerful throb.

Then the tears fell. And she swore she would never cry for him again. Just as she had the last time.


 


Chapter 7

 

 

She was down, but she wasn’t beaten. Morganna dressed carefully for the night, beginning late in the afternoon to prepare to make her own stand. She couldn’t have Clint and she knew it now, but she would die and go to hell before she obeyed him. She had a job to do, and she was determined to finish it.

She wasn’t officially off this assignment until her commander gave the order. She had begun working with Joe Merino’s team first as a watcher. That was something Morganna had always been good at. She knew how to watch, how to pay attention to body language and pinpoint the women who were acting out of character.

She was well-known in the club scene, so she wasn’t a suspected agent. Despite the arrest last week, her cover was still solid. No one knew who had witnessed the three men drugging that woman. And despite the attempted hit the night before, Morganna wasn’t convinced her cover was blown. And if it was, then it could work more in the team’s favor than against it.

But until she was told differently, she was still an agent here, and her job was still to show up and watch the action playing out.

Drugs worked differently from person to person, as did alcohol. She had been a part of the club scene since she was twenty-one, five years ago. Boredom, disinterest in a permanent relationship with anyone but Clint, and her own curiosity about people in general had drawn her to the pseudo-bondage atmosphere she found at these particular clubs.

They weren’t true bondage clubs. At least not the upstairs portions. She had never been invited into the lower rooms. She remembered the hue and cry, though, when Drage Masters opened his first club seven years ago.

It had been raided monthly when it first opened, the owner arrested just as often, but the club had never lost its license.

The Roundtable catered to alternative lifestyles and was as far removed from the honky-tonks and bars as one could get. It drew in the Goth crowd, the techno, and the extreme sensualists.

And that was the reason the drug was being tested here, the DEA believed. Here the easy camaraderie and familiarity of the honky-tonks weren’t present. The crowd could change from night to night, from club to club, with only a few of the regulars remaining at any given hour.

Morganna stared around the interior of the Roundtable now, and she knew why Masters clubs had survived the outcry. The governor’s son was a regular there, as were several city and state officials. The private rooms in the back afforded them a certain anonymity in their sexual excesses. If the bar area was raided, for some reason, the police never bothered with the back rooms. And never, at any time, had the basement portion of the club been invaded.

Not that one of the clubs had been raided in years. The influx of differing lifestyles and cultures into Atlanta, and the metropolis atmosphere, had eased the controversy over them. There were more extreme bondage clubs in the area, but Drage’s ability to provide a club for the more extreme as well as those wanting to play along the periphery had drawn in all types.

Now the three clubs, Diva’s, the Roundtable, and Merlin’s, could be some of the most popular clubs in the state.

She moved through the Saturday night crowd slowly, feeling the hard pulse of the music thrumming around her as her gaze probed the crowd.

The slow, sensual beat of Gavin Froome’s “Plane Jane” met her, but Morganna knew the house mix could swing just as quickly into the Cure, Depeche Mode, or any of the hard Goth, techno, or tribal beats.

It raged from current to classic at the drop of a hat and filled her blood with the need to dance. She loved dancing, moving, feeling her body come alive to the music. As did most of the other women and a few of the men who moved between the three clubs like a wave, the faces changing through the night as the club-hopping thrill took them over, though there were regular all-nighters specific to each club.

And there were new faces nightly. Plenty of them. Women dipping their toes into the open sexuality afforded them. Men playing at being Doms, finding a vicarious thrill in the openness of the women they found there.

Alcohol flowed like water, and drugs were the dirty little under-the-table side benefit. There was no evidence that the owner supplied the drugs or condoned them. Bouncers made a habit of throwing out the less secretive dealers and users, but for the most part, drugs were easy to come by.

Dressed now in snug leather pants and a half corset with black thin leather cups that covered her breasts, and high-heeled black leather boots, Morganna swayed sensually to the music.

Cinched low on her hips, nearly to her thighs, was her favorite wide black leather belt. She hooked her thumbs into it as she made her way to the bar and her first drink of the night before she let her body go, her gaze staying centered on the crowd.

She had perfected the ability to dance, letting the pulse of the music pound through her, as she watched the crowd and picked up probable victims of the drug she and her team were searching for.

“Morganna, darling. Gorgeous outfit.” One of the younger regulars stopped her as she made her way to the bar. Cletus Tomas was a quarterback for the university. A gentle giant with a taste for female Dommes.

“Thanks, Clete.” She reached up and patted his cheek, smacking a kiss toward him for the boost in confidence.

“You gonna dance with me, baby?” His wide face creased into a smile, his black eyes dancing with good humor as he stared down at her from his near-seven-foot height with a reverence that never failed to make her laugh.

“Maybe later, sweetie,” she yelled over the music. “I need a drink and a chance to settle in first.”

He winked as his gaze went over the black leather pants and half corset. At the side of her belt she wore a pair of silver handcuffs and the small leather pouch that carried her essentials.

“Save me a dance then, beautiful.” He winked at her slowly. “I could let you learn to use those handcuffs if you like. Just say when.”

“They wouldn’t fit you,” she laughed back. “Go play, Clete. I’ll catch up with you later.”

He threw his hand up in a farewell as he moved through the crowd, his wide body parting the ocean of humanity like an unerodible boulder.

She shook her head before moving to the bar, sliding in quickly as a bar stool was vacated before smiling in triumph at the line waiting to do the same thing.

“Lawry, I need a drink,” she called to the bartender. “The good stuff.”

Kentucky whiskey. Something to calm the pulse of fury moving through her blood as she felt the absence of the receiver that Joe hadn’t replaced.

The fact that Craig hadn’t stopped by the house or been waiting in the parking lot to check her in was telling. The team’s black van was in place, though, which meant they were watching something.

She took a hard sip of the glass Lawry set in front of her, then breathed deep against the fire burning to her stomach. That easy, she had been dumped. Because of Clint.

She turned on the stool, holding the glass in one hand as she leaned back against the hardwood bar behind her and stared out over the heads of the crowd packed into the cavernous room. The raised bar floor allowed those at the bar to survey most of the room.

She found Craig first, staring back at her from a slouch against one of the large pillars placed strategically to bear the weight of the roof in such a large area. She followed his gaze then to a table set back from the dance floor but not quite in the shadows.

Clint was impossible to miss. As was the redhead sitting on his knee as he socialized with several of the hard-core Dommes who were a part of the clubs. Men and women Morganna had only watched, never spoken to. Clint obviously knew them well.

She ignored the wave of jealousy that ripped through her at the sight of the woman. Damn him to hell. Morganna couldn’t bear the thought of another man touching her now and there he was with a redheaded bimbo perched on his knee like a well-trained bird.

Morganna took another fortifying sip of the whiskey as she pulled her eyes from him. She wasn’t here to watch Clint.

“Girlfriend, there you are.” Jenna Lancaster hopped onto the stool beside her, her heavy breasts bouncing beneath the silk camisole she wore as her heavily lined eyes stared back at Morganna with rabid curiosity. “Man, did you lose out last night or what? That big bad Dom we’ve all lusted after that jerked you to the back rooms pulled in a newbie tonight.”

Morganna breathed in carefully. “That bad-assed Dom you’re talking about is an asshole,” she snorted. “She’s welcome to him.”

Jenna laughed at the description. “Those are the best kind, honey. You sure you don’t just have those Domme tendencies Cletus keeps swearing you have?”

Morganna rolled her eyes. “I just like the clothes,” she retorted.

“They say he likes full subs, girlfriend.” Jenna shook her head. “I think if I were you, I could pretend for a night with a man like that. I hear he can fuck for hours. Have you ever been fucked for hours?”

Only with her vibrator. And what he could do with his lips and tongue alone in five minutes had it beat to hell and back.

“She’s welcome to him.” Morganna lifted her glass to her lips; her gaze caught when Clint gripped the redhead’s hair and held her in place as she started to move.

The woman settled back on his lap, her eyes closing in obvious pleasure. Jealousy struck Morganna in a wave of white-hot hunger, ripping through her chest and tearing into her heart swifter than the sharpest blade.

She pulled her gaze away again, looking for the suspects Joe had on his list, as well as the women they were with. She had a job to finish; if the only part she played was in helping to find the supplier drugging those women, then so be it. At least he was off the streets.

“At least Craig still looks interested,” Jenna pointed out, glancing over at him.

Yep, Craig was still watching Morganna, but the bastard hadn’t returned her receiver. With it, she could have heard whatever Clint was saying to the passive little sub he had with him.

God, she hated both of them.

She turned from Craig’s gaze, deliberately snubbing the questioning look he was giving her.

“Oh, girlfriend, that was cold.” Jenna laughed, her expression calculating as she watched the exchange. “I’m telling you, Clete is right. You’d make a much better Domme than you do a sub.”

“Jenna, is there a point to this discussion?” Morganna finally asked, turning to the other girl as she lifted her brow coolly.

Jenna giggled, her brown eyes twinkling in fun. “Oh, girlfriend, come spank me. That’s such a cool look.”

Morganna sighed roughly before finishing the whiskey and turning back to gesture to Lawry for another. It was obviously going to be a trying night.

Jenna sighed gustily as Morganna turned back.

“I was so hoping you would know if Mr. Badass could really last for hours. His subs don’t talk.”

“I have no idea,” Morganna revealed drolly. “Craig wasn’t too pleased to find out where I was. He dragged me out.”

“Straight into a drive-by shooting, too!” Jenna suddenly exclaimed. “I almost forgot about that.”

There was something wrong with the world when the subject of a man’s stamina was more important than a supposed friend’s near murder.

When this operation was over, it might be time to find a new haunt. These clubs were just getting on Morganna’s nerves. Hell, they had been getting on her nerves before Cindy was killed. Morganna loved the dance, but she hated the feeling of being hunted, a slab of meat on the table of sensuality. She sighed at the thought.

“It’s nice to know my near demise blipped your radar, Jenna,” she laughed. “Why don’t you go play? I need to chill out for a while. It’s been a killer week.”

As Morganna watched the crowd, she was aware of Jenna’s probing look.

“You’re looking for a new Dom,” Jenna piped up. “You’ve dropped Craig then?”

“Craig never had me; he was just in the running. That’s all.”

“Who else was in the running?”

Morganna turned back to her, aware that the “mouth of the South” title hadn’t been given to Jenna without reason. Her lips quirked. “At the moment, no one. Go play, girlfriend, and let me finish my drink.”

Jenna giggled, a sound that really didn’t suit the thirty-something legal secretary. She hopped off her bar stool, though, and with a little wiggle of her hips headed back into the throng.

Morganna’s gaze slid back to Clint and his little redheaded sub. He was currently caressing her arm absently, running his fingers up and down the slender limb as she clearly telegraphed her arousal, her readiness to fuck.

The perfect little sub. There wasn’t a chance she was going to convince a dealer she had to be drugged to accept Clint.

Morganna sighed. There was no way she could sit there so passively beneath his touch. She watched the girl’s body language, the obvious sense of waiting, of anticipation. It was completely opposite Clint’s. He looked almost bored as he glanced around.

His gaze roved over the dance floor, the crowd, then lifted to the bar. Morganna knew the moment he saw her. His hand paused on the other woman’s arm, his eyes narrowing as his jaw clenched.

Morganna lifted her drink mockingly in recognition of his awareness of her and tilted her head in acknowledgment before she turned away from him again. As luck would have it, her gaze locked on a shadowy corner and the couple there.

The guy was big, tall, and broad; his companion, what you could see of her, was short, full-bodied. Her head was thrown back in pleasure as the man bent to her breasts. Morganna could see very little, but she saw enough to know what was going on.

She swirled the liquor in her glass as she watched with open curiosity. Could she do that? It was damned arousing to watch, to see the sexual act playing out, the way the male lifted the woman, aligning his hips with hers, and moved.

The long skirt of the woman’s dress hid anything from view, but it was more than obvious what he was doing. For a moment, just a moment, Morganna felt Clint’s touch again, his lips at her nipple, his tongue lashing it. His hips between hers, the thick length of his erection grinding against her. The image was broken as someone moved in front of her, then stopped.

She lifted her eyes slowly, amused curiosity filling her as she met the frowning, disapproving gaze of the club’s owner.

He was nearly as tall as Reno, classically lean, but there was muscle beneath that white silk shirt and black European trousers. His black hair was pulled back from an aristocratic face, tied at his nape, and fell below his shoulder blades. Green eyes, as dark as moss, were cool, cynical, as they watched her.

He rarely came out. She had expected to hear from him tonight, but not in person, not like this. He was making a statement; she just wished she knew what that statement was.

“Ms. Chavez. Could we talk? Privately.” The thick Cajun flavor of his voice was dark rather than sensual, almost deadly.

She almost shivered in trepidation, aware of the gazes locked on them. Swallowing tight, she slid from the bar stool, her gaze searching out Craig’s as she followed Masters through a crowd that parted automatically for him.

Craig’s eyes tracked them, obviously concerned. She didn’t dare look for Clint.

“This way, please.” Masters stopped at the entrance to the private hall before stepping aside and extending his hand before him. “My office is just down the hall.”

What the hell had she done? Morganna thought frantically to try to come up with a reason for his sudden notice. Hell, she was one of the lower-key members of his clubs. She came to dance, drink a little, and meet with friends, supposedly. Drage only barred the real troublemakers from his clubs, not little nobodies like her. Unless he wanted something else?

“Here we are, cher.” He unlocked the door with the electronic card before ushering her in. “I was surprised to see you here tonight. I was making plans to head to your residence when my doorman informed me you had arrived.”

“You were?” That one was shocking.

It was all she could do to contain her nervousness as she stepped into the dimly lit, surprisingly old-fashioned office.

“Of course. I had the report you were nearly murdered in my parking lot. I wanted to be certain you were well.”

She stood aside as he moved around her and headed for the desk. A bank of monitors were lit beside the desk, more than a dozen showing varied views of the club. Another set below them were blank.

“Please, sit down.” He gestured to the comfortable leather chairs in front of the wide, dark cherry office desk as he sat down himself and stared back at her through those deep green eyes.

Morganna took a seat, leaning back with false confidence as she crossed one leg over a knee and allowed her foot to swish back and forth as she stared back at him.

“Very cool,” he commented with a slight quirk of full, sensual lips. “You act as though being invited to my office were commonplace. Most women would at least be curious.”

“I’m very curious.” She shrugged her shoulders, all too aware now of the brevity of the half corset and the way the leather cupped her breasts. “But I’ve done nothing wrong, so I can’t exactly be in trouble.”

He leaned back in his chair, steepling his hands in front of him. “I’ve been asked to revoke your membership for a time.” The announcement was delivered with an edge of amusement as she stiffened in response. “I was curious why.”

Her lips opened as she breathed in roughly, then licked over her dry lips as she fought to keep her temper under control.

“McIntyre?” she finally asked, clenching her teeth over his name.

Drage’s brows arched. “Indeed. He came to me this evening before the club opened. I thought it very odd that he would make such a request, but I rarely question requests from members of his stature. Until now.”

Morganna pressed her lips together, glaring back at him. “Am I banned then?” Anger was burning hotter than the whiskey in her belly now.

“I’m not entirely certain,” he answered, his amusement obvious. “I’m still trying to figure out why one of my best-paying members would request the barring of one of my favorite members.”

Now that one was a surprise.

“One of your favorites?” she questioned. “Since when?”

He glanced at the monitors thoughtfully. “I spend quite a bit of time here alone. You’re a delightful addition to any night. You cause no trouble, until last night—”

“I didn’t do anything last night,” she retorted. “He did.”

“You went to the private room with him, angering your Dom—”

“If you watch as you say you do, then you know Craig isn’t my Dom; he just likes to think he is.”

Drage’s gaze swung back to her. “What the hell are you up to in my clubs, Morganna?”

She blinked back in surprise, her eyes widening at the dangerous, rough rasp of his voice.

“Mr. Masters.” She kept her voice carefully apologetic. This was not a man she wanted to get on the wrong side of. “Whatever Clint is pissed over, it’s personal. I’m sorry if he doesn’t want to conduct his sexual exploits with me around, but that’s all there is to it.”

“His sister married your brother; is she aware of his membership here?”

“It wouldn’t matter,” Morganna gritted out. “But I didn’t even know until last night. I assure you, her brother’s sex life isn’t something we discuss anyway. Besides, it’s not exactly a crime and it’s rather late to hide the information from me. Banning me won’t change that.”

“Then tell me why he wants you banned,” Drage demanded smoothly. “Otherwise, as of this moment you leave my establishment tonight, you will be unwelcome in all three clubs.”

Damn Clint and his high-handed arrogance.

She pushed herself angrily to her feet. “You do what you have to, Masters, but Clint’s using you to do his dirty work. He doesn’t approve of my being here. It’s that simple. But since his money is better than mine . . .”

“He does pay more,” Drage murmured, his gaze considering. “The yearly reserve on the private rooms alone is rather high.”

“How high?” She propped her hands on her hips, glaring back at him.

His gaze dropped to her bare midriff. At least they had gone farther than her breasts. Finally, those forest eyes lifted and his eyes narrowed.

“Twenty thousand for the yearly room reserve. Twenty-five for downstairs membership. Forty thousand a year for all of it if you’re accepted.”

Good God, that was a lot of money. How the hell did Clint afford it?

She sat down in shock. “What’s downstairs?” She had only heard rumors of the private club that existed there; she had yet to have them substantiated by any of the club’s members.

“A very special club.” He was watching her too closely. “A very private Dominants’ club.”

“I’m not a Domme,” she pointed out.

Masters shrugged. “Let’s just say, I like you. Forty thousand for full membership, fifteen up front. If I lose a member because of the other, I’d at least like to replace the income.”

“And if he ups the amount?” she snapped, holding the cover she had maintained since the assignment began. “I’m a legal secretary, for God’s sake. I don’t have that kind of money.”

“Hmm. That’s too bad,” he commented. “His money isn’t better than yours, but it is a bit more than entrance fee per year, cher.”

“No kidding,” she breathed, furious. Damn Clint.

“Of course, you could be sponsored.” The subtle offer had her staring back at him silently. “There are several of the full-membership Dominants and Dominatrices willing to sponsor you for a period of time under their tutelage. You could train to be either a Dominatrix or a sub, your choice.”

“This means?”

He leaned forward slowly, bracing his elbows on the desk as his gaze sharpened. “It means, for a contracted period, cher, you would become the lover to one of them. You would rescind your rights to your sexual dependence, and would instead leave the choice of your sexuality up to the Dom sponsoring you. A very simple business arrangement. The question is, is your fondness for the club serious, or merely an amusement? Amusements can be found elsewhere.”

Morganna stared back at him quietly. This could be the break the team had been waiting for. If she took this offer to her commander, it could ensure that she remained on the team.

“I’ve noticed over the past two years that you haven’t requested a private room, and from all appearances your visits to Mr. Tyler’s have not been productive,” Masters pointed out. “You’re an exquisite young woman, Morganna. You have fire and passion. The perfect student for whichever level your Dom places you within. Whichever, you would learn exactly what you need to know to excel within it.”

What the hell was this? School for the perverted?

“It’s your choice.” He shrugged negligently as he leaned back in his seat and watched her closely.

“Do I choose my Dom?” she asked.

“You do.” He nodded. “But if the relationship doesn’t work out for whatever reason, then he can place your contract up for bidding if you cannot buy it back within a specified amount of time. In other words, my dear, you go to auction.”

“That’s illegal. There’s no way to enforce it.”

“You haven’t seen my contracts. Nor have you seen the men who will uphold them should you decide to sue. Have no doubt, cher, I have covered my ass well.”

“Clint would know about this?” His knowledge would definitely cause an explosion.

“Of course, he has full membership.”

She shook her head and smiled cynically. “You don’t know Clint; he would never allow it. And even if he did, he’d tattle straight to my brother and bring hell down on me.”

“His contract forbids it. Trust me, McIntyre won’t want to lose his membership by doing such a thing. I won’t cover just my ass, Morganna, but yours as well.”

Morganna stared back at him in surprise. “Meaning?”

“I wouldn’t be opposed to sponsoring you myself.” His gaze roved over her again, the mossy color darkening in sexual awareness. “But it’s your choice.”

Interesting. Morganna sat back in her chair, forcing herself to hide the nervousness moving through her. There was enough of it to power a city if it were electrical.

If Clint was considered a prime catch by the women in the clubs, then Drage Masters was considered the ultimate goal. So ultimate that he was rarely reflected upon simply because he never seemed interested.

And the lower levels of the club were only reflected upon. Even Joe wasn’t certain what went on there, because so far, no one had even admitted they were there. They were like an urban legend all their own.

“So I can finance my own in—”

“You can finance your application,” he amended. “Though honestly, no one is admitted without sponsorship of some sort. And for you, it would demand sexual sponsorship.”

“Because I’m a woman?”

He inclined his head in agreement. “Not politically correct, I’m aware, but . . .” A sensual, carnal smile tipped his lips. “A fact nonetheless.”

“Sexist,” she muttered before biting her lip and cursing her tongue.

Her response was met with a bark of laughter. “Directing all that energy would be a pleasure, Morganna,” he said moments later. “Learning to harness all that sexual energy could come in handy for you. It helps balance the rest of your life, helps you to focus.”

Oh, she just bet it did.

This sucked. She didn’t know Drage Masters, had nothing to go on except his reputation and the sparse details Joe had managed to scrounge up on him. It wasn’t enough to instill trust.

“I gather there’s not an option for no-ties sponsorship?” She lifted her brow in question.

“Sadly, no.” His lips twitched. “And the time constraints are rather strict as well. I’ll need to know before you leave the room so I can inform my security personnel of your status.”

Oh great. Her eyes strayed to the monitors, hoping to catch a glimpse of Clint so she could glare at him. They widened as she saw him, but in apprehension rather than anger now. He was stalking toward the hall, his brows lowered in a frown, anger glittering in his eyes.

“Yes, I expected him to show up,” Drage murmured.

“Asshole,” she muttered as a heavy fist landed on the door.

“Your choice?” Drage asked her. “I’m afraid, dear, you are out of time.”

“Can he rescind his request?” There had to be a way out of this.

“He can.” Drage’s lips twitched. “Though I would be surprised were he to do so. Clint rarely changes his mind.”

“Yeah, that one’s news.” She flinched as the next knock came through, loud enough to bring a frown to Drage’s dark features.

He leaned forward, pressing a button on a small control panel, then stared back at the door expectantly as it swung open slowly.

Morganna did shiver when Clint walked in. The aura of danger that swirled through the room was almost physical. His deep blue eyes were nearly black, his tall body tense, prepared. For a fight.

“Evenin’, Clint,” Drage drawled. “I assumed we had concluded our business earlier.”

“Why is she still in here?” Ice dripped from his voice.

Drage leaned back in his chair as he turned his gaze to Morganna. “I was informing her of your request as well as her possible choices.”

“There are no choices.” Clint stepped into the room, his gaze slicing to Drage. “That was my request.”

“Your request was her immediate barring from the clubs, which I decided required her the opportunity to counteroffer. We were discussing the details.”

“The counteroffer being?”

Morganna held her breath at the calm, incredibly gentle tone of Clint’s voice. The situation was getting ready to become explosive, and she knew it.

“Sponsorship, of course.” Drage lifted his brow archly. “She was just making her decision. Weren’t you, Morganna?”

She narrowed her eyes on Drage. Could she do it? Was what she wanted enough to allow another man to touch her, to hold her?

She looked over at Clint. Hard. Cold. She had waited for ten years for him, and the best he could do was throw her out of an operation she had worked her ass off for. He didn’t want her enough to risk that piece of ice he called a heart. And all this after blowing her mind with an orgasm she still hadn’t recovered from.

She clenched her teeth. She wasn’t a virgin. Other men could arouse her. She’d had other lovers before; she could again.

“I’ll need a trial period. Three nights,” she bargained. “To be certain we’ll suit.”

She could feel her stomach tightening in dread at the thought of another man touching her, even one as handsome and obviously sensual as Drage Masters. She steeled herself against it and thought of the women dying because of that drug. The pictures, the videos, the lives it was destroying.

He inclined his head in agreement. “A cautious lady. I can do that.”

“Then I agree.”

“Like hell.”


 


Chapter 8

 

 

Before Morganna could fight, she was over Clint’s shoulder.

“Damn you, Clint McIntyre,” she screamed out in rage as he stalked from the office.

She kicked against his hold, her fists beating at his back until a hard hand landed on her ass.

“This is getting so old.” She bucked, trying to break his hold again, only to scream in outrage when his hand landed against her behind again.

She braced her hands on his lower back, attempting to get a view of the room. Where the hell was Clete when you needed him?

Clint shifted his shoulders, breaking her position as she bounced in his hold, screaming in outrage.

She slapped his ass back with both hands. He didn’t so much as flinch, but she did. The hand that landed on her own butt burned. Right to her pussy.

Morganna let out a scream of pure frustration and anger as cool air met her back end and the doors swished closed behind them.

He moved in a hard, ground-eating stride, obviously ignoring her as he headed for the parking lot. Within seconds they were at his truck and she was bouncing into the seat.

As she moved to throw herself back out the door, his hands gripped her shoulders, slamming her back.

She stared at him in shock. It didn’t hurt, but the restrained fury in the movement sent her heart racing, her eyes widening, as she stared back at him.

“If you move, you’re fucked. Right here. Right now. In front of God and everyone. Do you understand me?” His voice throbbed with power; his eyes blazed with anger.

Morganna swallowed tightly before nodding. There were times when you just didn’t defy Clint. This was the ultimate of those times.

He moved back, slammed the door with enough force to rock the truck, then stalked to the other side and climbed in himself.

The vehicle peeled out of the parking lot, leaving rubber behind as Morganna fought to buckle her seat belt and waited for the coming explosion. There was no doubt he was going to yell. Clint was always yelling when he got pissed.

When he didn’t say a word, not a single word, in five nerve-wracking minutes, she risked a glance toward him. He was gripping the steering wheel with both hands, his eyes staring straight ahead, his expression forbidding.

So why wasn’t he yelling?

“Pulling me out doesn’t change anything.”

“Open your mouth again and I swear to God I’ll strap a ball gag between your lips.”

Morganna flinched. God, she had never heard his voice like that. Low, brutal. Brooking absolutely no refusal.

“Gagging me won’t change anything,” she pointed out reasonably. “I’m not a child you can order around, Clint.”

He didn’t speak. His hands tightened on the wheel until she wondered if it would snap beneath the pressure.

“I’m twenty-six years old,” she continued softly. “You don’t have the right to do this. None of it. You should have worked with me—”

She breathed in roughly as the truck executed a hard turn, pulling into a deserted office parking lot on what she swore was two wheels.

Clint didn’t speak. She had no warning before his seat belt was released, then hers. Her first sign that he had finally lost control came when he tangled his hand in her hair, jerked her to him, and slanted his lips over hers.

Morganna fought the grip, fought his kiss, for all of a second. Maybe. His lips were hard and burning, his tongue pressing between her lips, licking at her before his teeth nipped demandingly and he growled. A full-throated, wicked, carnal sound of hunger.

Morganna’s lips opened to him, her hands sinking into his hair as he pulled her closer, then lowered her until her back met the wide seat.

Bench seats. You had to love them.

Then anything else she could have thought was wiped away. Clint’s kiss changed; it stripped her mind, filled her senses, and stole reason. He devoured her lips, sipped at them, sank into them, his tongue thrusting past them, tangling with hers as she whimpered into the kiss.

Pleasure tore through her as heat wrapped around her senses. His lips were like velvet, rasping and demanding, his tongue carnal, tasting her as his lips ate at hers.

She was consumed by him. Every nerve ending in her body felt the possession and reveled in it. Clenching her hands in his hair, she arched closer, pressing her leather-clad breasts into his chest, whimpering with the need to feel his flesh against hers. Her nipples rasping against the coarse hair on his chest.

“I told you to shut up,” he muttered, dragging his lips from hers, his teeth rasping her neck as he raked down it.

His free hand moved between them, loosening her belt, stripping it from her first before working on the closure to her leather pants. Once the material parted, his hand moved farther up her body.

One hand held her head back; the other gripped the thin, elastic edge of the leather cups above the corset and pulled. They raked over her nipples, sending blinding waves of pleasure shrieking through the hard, gold-studded points.

She had worn the thin gold chains she had purchased for the piercings, letting them dangle below her nipples erotically rather than tightening the subtle noose the two connected chains made as they dangled below the hard points.

“God. That has to be the sexiest sight in the world.”

His hand cupped the mound, lifting it as he stared down at her, his eyes glittering in the dim light reflecting from the parking-lot lights.

His lips were swollen, parted, as he breathed roughly. His eyes were narrowed, the rough slash of his cheekbones emphasized by the tense set of his expression.

She arched to him, needing his lips on her, his tongue, the feel of his cheeks drawing on the sensitive flesh.

Instead, his thumb and forefinger gripped the point, tightened, sending her awakened senses exploding with heat and pleasure.

Morganna cried out, writhing beneath him as the flash of pleasure-pain tore through her. This was pleasure. The dark edge of ferocity, a hunger that couldn’t be controlled. It rose within her like a demon, raking at her womb with merciless fingers, convulsing in her vagina with the warning tremors of nearing orgasm.

“I like the nipple rings, Morganna,” he whispered as she stared up at him blindly. His fingers moved from her nipples, gripped the gold chains, and tugged at them gently.

Her head twisted on the rough truck seat, a whimpering cry tearing from her.

“So hot and ready,” he whispered. “Would you be this hot with Drage, Morganna? Would one touch have your body twisting in need?”

“No. Oh God, Clint. You. I need you.” She was past lying. She knew she would regret it, knew Clint was going to destroy her with her own body, but at this moment nothing mattered but his touch.

“Damn you. Damn you to hell for what you do to me.” He may damn her, but his head lowered, his lips covering the hard point and burning her with the sensation.

“Oh God. Yes.” The whiplash of heat that suffused her body left her gasping.

The moist suckling heat of his mouth, the lash of his tongue tugging at the gold chains on her nipples, were nearly unbearable. She twisted against him, not knowing if she needed to get closer or escape the electrical impulses of pleasure tearing into her womb as his other hand slid into her pants.

Her fingers clenched in his hair as she felt his fingers rasp over the swollen bud of her clit. She was wet. So damned wet his fingers sank into her juices as they slid through the narrow slit awaiting him.

He played with her. Toyed with her arousal. He circled the throbbing opening of her vagina, his fingertip brushing over the entrance with firm strokes. Hips writhing, her moans echoing in her own head, Morganna fought for penetration. Oh God, she needed penetration.

“Please, Clint.” Surely he wouldn’t be so cruel as to deny her. To bring her so close, only to pull back.

“So sweet and hot,” he muttered against her breast.

“For God’s sake, Clint, please . . .”

A strangled scream tore from her throat. He didn’t penetrate with just one finger. He used two. Slow. Easy. Stretching her, burning her. She felt her pussy convulsing around his fingers, felt her orgasm close, so close.

“Do you need me, baby?” His voice was torn, rough, thick, and edged with the same hunger that ripped through her. “Tell me what you need, Morganna.”

“You.”

“What part of me?”

“All of you, Clint,” she cried out as his fingers flexed inside her, sliding deeper before withdrawing. “Please. All of you . . .”

He thrust inside her, a hard, long impalement that had her hips lifting, her body reaching for orgasm. She could feel it whipping along her nerve endings, thrumming in her blood, and pounding in her head.

“Son of a bitch.” Before she could understand the sudden desertion, Clint was jerking from her. His fingers pulled from the clenching depths of her pussy as he jerked the leather back over her breasts and lifted his eyes. His expression was tight as he stared beyond the window.

“Clint, it’s Officer Zane Roland. Is everything okay in there?” There was an edge of suspicion, of amusement, in the voice beyond the door.

“Come on.” Clint levered himself from her, quickly helping her sit up before the pounding at the window made sense to her.

He lowered the window enough to glimpse the police officer standing outside before lowering it halfway.

“Thought that was you, Clint.” Surprise surprise, he knew the police, too.

The stoic expression of the officer creased into an apologetic smile for a moment.

“We’re heading out, Zack,” Clint breathed roughly, pushing his fingers through his hair as he slanted the officer a wry smile. “Sorry ’bout that.”

“Understandable.” Zane nodded, glancing at Morganna as she ducked her head. “Just thought I’d check and make sure everything was okay. I heard about the shooting at Diva’s last night.”

Clint nodded abruptly. “You’re right; this was real dumb.” He glanced at Morganna, but his gaze wasn’t angry now; it was . . . perplexed maybe. “She goes to a man’s head.”

“So I see,” Zane chuckled. “See you around, Clint, and take care.”

“Yeah. I’ll do that,” Clint grumbled as he hit the electronic lever that raised the window.

Morganna was still fighting to breathe, to pull her emotions and her senses together, when Clint put the truck in gear and pulled out of the parking lot, back into the traffic as she moved to fasten her pants.

He didn’t have to warn her to keep her mouth shut now; she didn’t think she could form a coherent thought, let alone produce speech.

What was she going to do about Clint? Her body awakened to him with nothing but a look, and what his kisses did to her should be illegal. It probably was illegal.

She stared through the windshield until he took the turn leading to her house, rather than his apartment. She breathed in slowly, pulling herself together, pushing back the pain she could feel clawing through her.

She had a feeling he had no intention of joining her in her bed. It was a repeat of that morning, except for the orgasm. She would definitely be left wanting tonight.

“We need to talk.” The anger wasn’t there, only the aching well of sadness she had sometimes glimpsed in him.

“We tried that this morning. It didn’t work.” Wrapping her arms over her chest did nothing to soothe the aching void inside her. “Besides, Clint, you don’t talk; you order, demand, or command. When that doesn’t work, you tattle. Why should we break the habit now?”

“God, Morganna, you have no idea what you’re getting mixed up in.” He sighed, the weariness in his voice pricking her conscience. She knew he had slept in his truck the night before and that couldn’t have been restful.

“I can’t sit on a shelf and wait for you and Reno to decide to take me down for a visit,” she whispered, swallowing tightly. Emptiness stretched ahead of her, years alone, if she didn’t do something to change it. And God knew she was so tired of being alone.

“What happened to marriage? Children?” he bit out, his voice rough. “Morganna, what you’re doing will get you killed.”

“Are you proposing?” she asked as he pulled in front of her house.

“This isn’t a joking matter.” He jerked his head around, staring at her as he put the truck into park.

“No, it isn’t.” She shook her head dismally. “Because it wouldn’t matter if you were proposing, Clint. I’ve found what I want to do.” She stared back at him directly. “I found something I believe in. Something that gives me purpose. I won’t give that up for you. And it wouldn’t work if I did. Because, quite honestly, you don’t want me, not really. It wouldn’t matter if you were fucking me or that redhead tonight. We would both be the same in your eyes. And I need more from a lover than that.”

“And you think Drage Masters is going to give you more?” Clint asked in astonishment. “Do you think you can sell your soul to the devil and walk away later, Morganna?”

“Then rescind your request that I be barred from the clubs,” she said gently. She wasn’t angry any longer. She was tired. Tired of loving a man who didn’t need her. Who didn’t truly want her. “Don’t take this away from me, Clint. I’ve worked too hard and too long. Don’t force me to choose like this.”

“You’d play the whore for him?” He frowned back at her, his expression heavy, set.

“I have to find a life, Clint. A lover. Someone who sees something in me other than his best friend’s sister or a responsibility he can’t run away from this time,” she pointed out, aching inside. “I love you. I’ve always loved you. For as long as I can remember. But I can’t continue to wait on a man who doesn’t even respect me enough to work with me. A man willing to steal years of my life for his own selfishness. I’ve worked for this assignment. I trained for it. And you pushed me out as though what I want, what I need, doesn’t even matter.”

He said nothing in his defense, no explanation, no denial. The pain of it ate at her heart as the years she had wasted stretched out behind her.

“Good-bye, Clint,” she whispered. “Just say good-bye. I don’t need a babysitter; I need a lover who’s willing to care. Drage might not love me, but he’s willing to put effort into some part of me. That’s more than you’ve ever done.”

She gripped the latch, pulling it toward her to open her door, when Clint caught her arm. Drawing in a deep breath, she turned back to stare at him.

His eyes blazed from his face, his expression torn and, for the first time, reflecting the conflicting emotions she had always felt raged inside him. Emotions she would have jumped with joy to have seen in the years past. Now it was just too little too late. Clint couldn’t change who he was; somehow she had always known that, always sensed it. She had kept their confrontations light, kept from pushing too hard, because of that instinctive knowledge.

She couldn’t fight it anymore, though. She couldn’t fight him.

“I care. . . .” The words seemed torn from him. They ripped through her chest, tore at her heart with slicing, agonizing blows.

Lifting her hand, she touched his cheek. The growth of beard was sensually rough beneath her fingertips, sending an aching hunger to pulse through every cell of her body.

“Not enough,” she whispered tearfully. “Not enough for either of us, Clint.”

She pulled free of him before jumping out of the truck and running up the cement steps to the front yard. Now was as good a time as any to say good-bye.


 


Chapter 9

 

 

Clint hung his head, his jaw clenched, his head pounding with a need that wracked his body. And he was sitting here in this damned truck letting her run away, letting her give up on him. Hell, he had never let her give up, he realized. He had pushed her away with one hand, pulled her back with the other, and tortured them both with the arousal she fired in his blood.

No one could affect him like Morganna, and she terrified him because of it. Terrified him because he had always known that something wild and free beat inside her. She needed a man who could stand at her side, not one who would stand in front of her.

And Clint needed to stand in front of her. He needed to protect her, to shield her. The thought of losing her forever . . . God, it was killing him.

He groaned, a low, torn sound that shocked him. She was giving up on him. He had heard it in her voice, and that affected him more than he would have ever guessed. Affected him, hell. He couldn’t do it.

Clint jerked open the door and moved from the truck, striding quickly up the cement steps to the house. He was about to make the biggest mistake of his life. He was about to take a chance on destroying both of them, and he knew it.

The front door was open, but no lights were on. As Clint made it to the porch, every instinct he had ever honed in the SEALs went on full alert.

He heard Morganna’s short cry, the sound of something breaking, and fear tore through him. He rushed into the house, his gaze quickly finding her. For a moment, one blinding second in time, Clint knew he had lost her forever.

The dim light seemed to glow around the two figures. The tall, masked form behind her. A leather fist was clenched in her hair, jerking her head back as the other hand lifted, the blade of a wicked knife gleaming in the darkness as Clint rushed for them.

His mind was processing as he rushed for her. The determination in her face, the lack of fear as her arm came up, bent, her elbow slamming into her attacker’s solar plexus as she gripped his wrist and twisted with both hands.

Clint managed to grip her arm, jerking her back and throwing himself at her attacker. The sound of a knife clattering on the floor was followed by a heavy male curse as Clint rushed him.

Rage transformed itself, fury and fear; the sight of Morganna within inches of death sent a flash of red before Clint’s vision.

Before he could slam his body into the assailant’s, before his fists could connect or the bloodletting rage could find an outlet, the dark form threw itself through the window behind him.

The crash of glass and the splintering wail of the home security system shrieked in Clint’s head as he jumped through the window frame, landing on the ground in a crouch as gunfire splattered around him.

“You son of a bitch,” he snarled as he threw himself to the side, staying low and rushing to the front of the house.

“Gun.” Morganna was waiting at the doorway, pushing the .45 into his hands.

“Let’s go.”

He had to get her out of there. If the intruder was an assassin, he’d definitely have backup. Clint grabbed her arm as he balanced the weapon in his hand and pulled her from the house.

“Stay low.” Clint pulled Morganna close to his side as he moved at a run for the truck, rushing to get her out of the line of any fire.

Lights were filling the homes around Morganna’s now, and he knew the police would be on their way soon. Jerking the driver’s side door open, he pushed her inside before following.

“Get down.” He pushed her down in the seat as he twisted the key in the ignition and pushed the gas to the floor.

The truck peeled out of its parking spot, followed by the ping of bullets against the side.

“I’ll twist his guts if I find him,” Clint growled at the damage to his truck. “Damn bastard. It’s a new truck.”

He twisted the wheel as he turned the corner, accelerating down the street and heading for the interstate.

Morganna hadn’t said a word.

Clint glanced over at her, seeing her wide eyes, her pale face, as she curled up on the seat, her head lying next to his thigh.

“Are you okay, baby?” One hand shot from the wheel, running down her arm, her stomach, her hip. “Did he cut you anywhere?”

Clint leaned over her, checking her for injuries as he raced away from the residential streets. The fear that flooded him at the thought of her wounded, bleeding, cramped his guts in horror.

“I’m fine.” She was shuddering, shaking from the shock. “No cuts. Few bruises. I’m fine.”

He straightened, jerked his cell phone from the holder at his hip, and punched Joe Merino’s speed dial.

“This is Merino. We have a report of a disturbance—” Merino’s voice was frantic.

“I have Morganna,” Clint snapped. “She was attacked when she walked in the door. Damned rookie. He didn’t expect her to fight back.”

“Is there a body?”

“Negative. We’re taking cover. We’ll contact you at zero eight hundred hours.”

“Shit,” Joe snarled. “I’ll contact you if they find anything at the house, and apprise the officer in charge that the owner of the house is safe. And, Clint?”

“Yeah?”

“We had another girl drugged tonight. She was being led to the back entrance when one of Masters’ bouncers caught sight of her and went to investigate. The bastard got away.”

“The girl?”

“Critical. She’s at the hospital now, but she was a little thing and the dose was a good one. She might not make it.”

Clint took the exit to the interstate, his eyes narrowed as he checked the rearview mirror. It would be impossible to tell if they were being followed until they managed to get farther from town.

“They’re looking for their next mark now.” Clint’s jaw clenched at the thought.

“My gut is rocking on this one, and I know yours is, too. We don’t have much time here. What did you find out tonight?”

“Not enough.” Enough to know every fucking Dom in that club had put his name in the hat in case Morganna asked for sponsorship, but that had nothing to do with the drugs or their mark.

“Is Morganna okay?” Joe breathed out roughly across the line, obviously aware that this was not a discussion Clint was ready to have.

“She’s fine.” Curled at his side like a little cat. “Find out what you can; we’ll talk later.”

He disconnected the phone before shoving it back into the holder and easing up on the gas. He kept a close eye on the rearview mirror as traffic began to thin and they neared the next exit he was searching for.

“I’m going to find a hotel for the night.” He buried his hand in her hair, caressing her scalp. He needed to touch her, to know she was alive.

He felt her nod.

“We’ll find some place with room service. You need to eat, to rest. We’ll figure this out tomorrow.”

“Someone knows,” she whispered. “I know I didn’t give myself away, Clint. I know I didn’t. We weren’t even close to finding out who’s supplying that drug. All we caught were three of the dealers, and they had no idea I was involved.”

Clint swallowed tightly. He agreed. There was no reason for a hit against her, not now, not yet. Unless the suppliers were aware that she had been behind the arrests of the dealers. And if any of the Fuentes family were still operating behind the drug, then it would be a matter of personal satisfaction to take Morganna out.

“We’ll figure it out.” He couldn’t stop touching her. Even as she moved to sit up, he pushed her back down.

“Stay down a while longer,” he whispered. “If they’re looking for us, they’re looking for a man and woman together, not just a man. We’ll be at the hotel soon.”

Her hand curled over his knee as her head rested on his thigh.

“I was scared,” she whispered. “I’m glad you came back.”

She hadn’t looked scared. Determined. Defiant. But she hadn’t looked scared.

“I never left.” He kept his eyes between the windshield and the mirrors, his body tense as he watched the traffic coming up on them.

He couldn’t think about that now. He couldn’t think about how close that knife had been to her throat, how easily she could have died in front of his eyes. He couldn’t let himself admit, yet, how he had nearly failed her.

He slowed down and the cars behind him passed. He sped up and they fell back. There was no sign that he had been followed, that anyone cared one way or the other about the gray extended-cab pickup heading for the next off-ramp.

The assailant in Morganna’s room had been sloppy, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t track her and Clint. The only thing that had saved Morganna was that her attacker hadn’t expected a fight. He had expected a victim. And he hadn’t expected Clint. The advantage of surprise had been on their side. This time.

“If I had lost you . . .” He swallowed tightly, his throat tightening at the thought as her hand tightened on his knee.

“I’m okay.” But she was still shaking; her voice quivered.

“A miracle.” He kept driving. He knew where he was going, but he was determined to take his time getting there.

“Well, I have to admit, it wasn’t looking good there for a minute.” Her laugh was shaky as she rubbed her cheek against his thigh.

His teeth clenched at the vibration of pleasure that echoed into his rapidly aroused cock. God, he couldn’t even keep his head out of his pants long enough to get her to safety.

This was one of his greatest nightmares, that his need for her, his hunger, would affect his better judgment, his training. At the moment, all he could think about was getting her to a hotel, locking the world behind them, and sinking into the soft, blistering heat between her thighs. He had to assure himself she was alive, breathing, whole.

He wanted to hear her scream for him. He wanted to taste the sweet, soft syrup that ran from that tight pussy and become drunk on the taste of her.

He licked his lips, tightened his hand on the wheel, and made another turn. His gaze was never still; his mind assessed every vehicle he passed, every flash of headlights in his rearview mirror. His senses were as alert now as they were in full combat mode, despite the arousal. At least so far.

“Why did you come into the house? I thought you were leaving.” She suddenly asked the question he was hoping she wouldn’t think of.

Clint inhaled roughly. He could feel the invisible bands of steel tightening around him with the knowledge that it didn’t matter what he had told himself over the years. He couldn’t walk away from her.

“It’s a good thing I did,” he grunted, his fingers luxuriating in her thick mass of curls. “You were holding your own, baby, damned good. But he was better than you.”

“No kidding,” she sighed. “But you didn’t answer my question.”

Silence filled the truck then. He made another turn as he headed back to the interstate.

“I couldn’t walk away,” he finally breathed out roughly. “I couldn’t.”

“Why?”

He knew what she needed to hear, knew what she wanted. He glared at the signs along the interstate that pointed him to his destination.

“I can’t answer that, Morganna,” he breathed out roughly. “You were right earlier, though. You deserve better. But maybe, we both deserve to know where this could go, too.”

She stiffened for a second before he felt her inhale deeply. The tremors still raced through her body, but they were no longer shudders; she was no longer fighting to breathe from terror.

“And the operation?”

He snarled silently. “We’ll work together. You were right about that, too; it wasn’t fair to take it from you. But you’ll follow my rules, my direction. Period.”

“You mean that?” The vulnerability in her voice tore at his heart. God, how cruel he had been to her. He had hurt her in so many different ways that her voice echoed with distrust.

“I mean it, baby.” He shook his head as he drove into the enclosed parking garage attached to the Sheraton. “Come on. Let’s get a room and see if we can figure out what the hell is going on here.”

He pulled the truck into one of the upper-level parking spots, a shadowy corner with the elevator and stair entrance shielding it from oncoming vehicles.

“Stay put a minute.” He slid from the cab, reaching into the back and pulling free the emergency duffel bag he kept there.

He pulled his wallet from his back pocket and replaced it with the one in the duffel, then pulled the extra license plate from inside and moved to the rear of the truck. A quick change and he was back to the cab and storing the old plate beneath the seat.

“Interesting.” She was staring back at him with wide, stormy eyes.

“It should be effective.” He shrugged. “They’re looking for Fulton County tags, not Cobb. Ready?”

He ran his gaze over her intently. There was no blood, a few scratches, and one of the most gorgeous bodies he had ever seen dressed in leather.

Smooth sun-kissed flesh that he knew needed no sun to darken it. Long, loose curls twisted down her back, fell around her shoulders. And those breasts cupped by leather and held in place by the flimsiest ties were enough to send his blood pressure rocketing. The soft rise of the flesh over the cups tempted him, drew him until his head lowered and he heard her gasp as he breathed a kiss over the closest one.

She was warm and sweet, a bounty of passion and need that he knew he couldn’t deny himself any longer.

Raising his head, he stared back at her, realizing his hands were gripping her soft hips, holding her in place where she sat sideways in the seat.

“Ready?” He stepped back, extending his hand to her.

“I’m ready.” She slid from the seat, balancing her weight as she drew in a deep breath, her hand gripping his tightly for a moment. “A little shaky, but ready.” Her smile was quick, nervous. Her eyes were still big for her pale face, though.

“Let’s go then.” He gripped her arm as he pulled her to him before slamming the truck door. He hit the automatic lock, then headed for the elevators. “There’s a bathroom right as we get off the elevator in the reception area. Hide in there. There’s no way to hide all that leather and that curvy little body. I’ll get our room and come back for you.”

She snorted. “And you think you’re easier to forget?”

“There are plenty of dark-haired men in leather,” he informed her. “Especially in this area. I have what I need to get the room in another name and hide us for a night or two until I can get this figured out. You, on the other hand . . . every man breathing would notice that outfit. It’s distinctive.”

“Whatever.” She shook her head as he escorted her into the elevator and hit the lobby button. “Just hurry, Clint, because I think I’ve about had it for the night.”

She had been pushed to her limits; he could feel it. She needed to be fed, soothed, and eased into sleep. God help him, he prayed he could soothe her, but he was very much afraid that once he touched her, all bets were off. He was going to love her instead.


 


Chapter 10

 

 

She looked like hell.

Morganna dampened a soft cloth beneath the running water and washed the smudged makeup from her face before grimacing at her pale reflection. There was a scratch on her neck that she had no idea where it came from, a few fingerprint bruises on her bare arms—only God knew if they’d come from Clint jerking her away from the assailant or the assailant himself.

She breathed in deeply. There hadn’t been time to be terrified during the attack, but the moment Clint jerked her from the knife heading for her throat, it had set in.

The attack didn’t make sense.

She braced her hands on the sink as she lowered her head and fought the weariness washing over her. Through her. Nothing about this operation was making sense now. Why would she be targeted now? And how had anyone learned she was even working the case? Only her commander, Joe’s team, and now Clint knew that she was more than a secretary.

The job in the local law firm had gotten her through the Law Enforcement Academy, nothing else. No one had known what she was doing. Not even Raven had known until after the graduation.

It was apparent that someone else did know Morganna was working the case, though.

And what had the attacker said just before Clint came into the room? Something about divine retribution? What the hell was divine retribution?

Shaking her head, she dropped the cloth into the basket under the sink before washing her hands and forcing back the edge of shattered nerves pushing at her mind.

Adrenaline. She recognized it, though it was stronger now than it had ever been. Coming down from it was a pain in the ass.

She was shaking from head to toe, fine tremors more than shudders, a heightened awareness, as well as a heightened arousal. Now that one was different. The arousal was burning inside her, a flaming ache in the center of her sex that refused to be ignored.

“You’ve lost it, Chavez,” she told herself as she lifted her head, staring back at her reflection. “You just can’t learn your lesson, can you?”

She knew not to trust Clint. How many times in the past had he allowed her to hope, to dream, only to pull back?

But he had never promised her before.

Clint always kept his promises. He never broke his word. At the least, he wouldn’t take this operation from her. The sense of accomplishment that filled her with was overwhelming.

“Morganna, are you okay?” Clint’s voice was husky, soft, from the other side of the door.

“I’m fine.” She drew in a deep breath before opening the door and coming face-to-face with him.

His expression was concerned, his eyes dark in his suntanned face, his big body tense as he towered over her.

“I have to get out of this leather.” She moved past him and into the sitting room of the suite he had taken. “I hope you have something I can wear in that bag of tricks you carried up with you.”

“I laid it on the bed,” he drawled behind her. “I called room service. We’ll have something up here to eat soon, then you can shower.”

Morganna sat down on the couch, breathing out wearily as she unzipped the high boots and dragged them off her feet. Pleasure eased through her as cool air enveloped her tired feet, the cramped muscles relaxing as she pressed the pads of her feet into the floor.

“That sounds good.” She set the boots to the side as she fought to ignore the fact that he was shirtless. That all that bare, powerful muscle was on display and nearly impossible not to look at.

Besides, she wasn’t here to have sex, she reminded herself; she was here because someone had decided they wanted her dead.

“I guess tonight clears up whether or not the drive-by shooting the other night was aimed at me.” She kept her gaze on the floor, determined not to stare up at him. Not to eat him with her gaze.

“Someone knows what you’re doing.” He paced across her field of vision, long legs encased in snug leather. “But that’s not enough to put out a hit against you. Craig maybe. Joe definitely. But not you. You’re just a watcher, and easy enough to avoid if they know who you are.”

That was what she thought.

“Then what’s going on?” She lifted her eyes wearily, feeling the effects of the late nights, the excitement, the raging emotions she had dealt with over the past two days, catching up with her. “Why risk getting caught? If they know of me, then they know of the team. Why not just move to another club?”

“Arrogance.” He shrugged as he leaned against the frame of the entryway across from her. “To make an example of you. There could be several reasons and all could apply. Or none of them.” His expression was thoughtful, somber. “They tried to take another girl tonight. One of Drage’s men caught up with them before they managed to maneuver her through the back entrance. She was drugged, heavily.”

Morganna’s eyes widened at the information as she stared back at him in shock. “They moved fast. We just arrested the three suspects attempting to drug that girl last week.”

“They have a schedule then,” he mused. “The hit bothers me more, and the fact that they waited until you left to drug the girl.”

“We move between several clubs in one night, and Joe’s team isn’t the only one working this. We have three teams on the task force here in Atlanta. The DEA is determined to shut this down now, before the drug goes further. We suspect the sale of the videos is being used to fund terrorist activities, but there’s no confirmation on that.”

“How many agents?”

She stared back at him with dismay. “There are fifteen agents total working this. But only the individual teams and the commander know the ‘watchers’ such as myself.”

“Watcher, my ass. You’re bait. But that doesn’t explain why you were targeted with a knife instead of the drug.”

“Divine retribution,” she muttered, staring back at him. “That’s what he said just before you came into the house. Divine retribution.”

“Nothing else?” Cold purpose glittered in Clint’s eyes.

Morganna shook her head as she moved to her feet, unable to sit still. Rubbing her fingers over her brow, she paced to the small office desk on the other side of the room before stopping and tapping her fingers against the desk softly.

“It was personal,” she finally said. “You could hear it in his voice. There was an accent. . . .” She frowned, trying to remember the sound of her attacker’s voice. “I can’t place it.”

God, she wanted to curl into Clint’s arms. His broad chest looked wide enough to shelter her, his arms strong enough to hold her. And she needed him to hold her. She had needed it for so long, though, that she wondered if she wasn’t more used to the hunger than she would be to easing it.

“We’ll rest this weekend.” He straightened from the door frame, his arms dropping to the pockets of his pants as he stared back at her. “You’ll have to call in to the office you’re working at, take next week off while we work on this. Joe had a good idea, setting up in the clubs like that. But the community he’s dealing with is far more extensive than he could imagine unless he was part of it. Monday, we’ll start making some calls.”

“Then you were serious about working together on this?”

His lips quirked. “As much as I needed to keep you out of this for my own peace of mind, whoever’s behind it seems more intent on dragging you into it. The only way to keep you safe is to neutralize the threat. And I called Drage while you were in the bathroom and had him rescind the request that you be banned from the clubs. You’re now under sponsorship. We know they’re after you; we just have to use that to trap the suppliers.” It was more than obvious he wasn’t pleased with the situation.

“Will you or Craig be set up to buy?”

“Me.” His voice was a hard rumble. “You’ll not be playing a role. You’ll be yourself. By now, everyone will have figured out I’m so damned hot for you that I can’t breathe for the hard-on killing me.” And he didn’t seem pleased by that. “I don’t want you to play the submissive. Fight me as you would any other time.”

A knock at the door had him whirling away from her as he pulled the .45 from the small of his back and moved in complete silence to the door of the suite.

“Room service,” a cheerful voice announced.

Bedroom. Clint turned and mouthed the word at her as he neared the door.

Morganna grabbed her boots and moved hurriedly across the room and ducked into the bedroom, careful to hide along the side of the room. Clint had been adamant that no one, including hotel staff, know that she was in the room with him.

“Good evening, Mr. Sizemore.” The waiter’s voice moved into the sitting room. “I have your dinner, sir.”

The sound of footsteps, then a heavy tray being placed on the wide coffee table in the other room could be heard.

“Is there anything else I can get for you, sir?”

“That will be all.” Clint’s voice was clipped, businesslike. “Thank you for being so quick.”

“Yes, sir!” The waiter’s exclamation had her rolling her eyes. Must have been a helluva tip. “You need anything, sir, you just call right down. We’ll take care of you.”

“Will do,” Clint responded as the steps moved back to the door of the suite.

Seconds later the sound of the door closing and the bolt lock had Morganna moving quickly from the bedroom. The smell of food had her stomach growling. She was starved and she knew for a fact he had ordered enough to feed an army.

He was waiting on her when she walked into the room, his gaze frankly sexual as she moved to the food tray. She hadn’t eaten since lunch that day and her stomach was voraciously reminding her of the fact that even that meal had been incredibly small.

She pulled the metal covering from the cheeseburger and fries she had ordered. Being attacked and nearly having one’s throat sliced called for calories to celebrate life. Lots of calories.

Clint pulled the nearby chair over to the low table and followed suit as she poured a glass of tea from the pitcher and began to dig in.

She tried to ignore Clint sitting across from her, as well as the implications of what he had implied before the waiter knocked on the door. If Clint intended to take her to his bed, she wouldn’t be able to refuse him. Just as she wouldn’t be able to protect her own heart. He was her weakness; he had been her weakness for most of her life.

“The girl that was drugged, Cathie Fitzhugh, she worked in the same office complex as you.” Clint stated as he slathered mayo over his own hamburger, glancing up at her with steelyeyed purpose as he spoke.

Morganna nodded. “She works in another department, though. That makes three women who worked there and have been drugged by these bastards.”

“There could be a link there.” He nodded. “Joe is checking it out. Your cover’s shot, Morganna. They know who you are.”

“And we must be closer to the suppliers than I thought.” She shook her head in confusion. “We have a suspect, but nothing concrete. And it would make better sense to attempt to drug me, rather than attacking me at home.”

Clint shook his head at that. “The drug can take up to an hour to fully hit the system and make the victim dazed enough that she wouldn’t remember who took her out of the club if she did survive the rest of the night. Whoever is watching you is aware that you’re being watched as well. They wouldn’t have taken that chance.”

“The whole damned assignment has been compromised.” The reality of that one sucked.

“Not necessarily. They’re obviously not willing to move the operation, for whatever reason. That kind of arrogance can weaken any plan. We’ll make our own rounds, dig deeper into the lower areas of the club, and see what we come up with. The majority of the women are being hit at Masters’ clubs, so we’ll concentrate there. Let’s see how stupid they can get.”

The cold smile that crossed Clint’s lips had a chill racing up Morganna’s spine. She hadn’t realized until now just how furious he was.

“Joe cleared Drage Masters of any involvement with the drugs. They had his clubs staked out for months before I came onto the team. They’ve also hit a couple of the other more extreme clubs. They’re steering clear of the bars and honkytonks.”

“The crowds are larger in the clubs such as Drage’s and they’re more impersonal. It’s easier to strike there.” Clint nodded.

“If my cover’s been blown, then I’m a liability to the case,” she said. “They won’t move against me.”

“Wrong.” His smile was cold, ruthless, but his eyes were shadowed. “They proved that last night, Morganna.”

Morganna watched him carefully. “You’re angry at me.”

She knew that look, knew the controlled line of his lips and the glitter in his eyes.

His jaw bunched. “I’ve fought for eight years,” he finally said. “Thinking you were safe. That what I was doing was keeping you and Raven safe. And I’ll be a son of a bitch if you didn’t just walk your ass right into danger.”

Yep, he was mad. But she hadn’t expected anything less.

A smile trembled at her lips as she stared back at him, meeting his gaze head-on.

“I make a difference,” she finally whispered, reminding him of the words he had whispered the day he had left for SEAL training.

She had cried because he was leaving again. He had pulled her into his arms as though he couldn’t help himself. She had been so young, and he had been a warrior. He still was.

“You’re going to be the death of me,” he finally said, his voice low, rough. “Because if anything happened to you, Morganna, God’s truth, I don’t know what I’d do.”

 

Drage watched the video feed closely, following the girl’s progress backward, hoping to find where she had been drugged and by whom.

Fury ate inside Drage, as the male figure who had attempted to lead her from the club seemed aware of the placement of the video cameras. His face was kept carefully hidden from the all-seeing eyes spread through the ceiling and around the walls of the club. There were very few ways to avoid them, but this bastard had figured it out.

The reverse run of the video followed the girl back to her table, where she had been sitting with several of Morganna Chavez’s friends. Jenna Lancaster was there, as were Sandy Mitchell and Craig Tyler. Waitresses had come and gone, and once again the shadowy male had shown up.

Drage watched as the man sat down beside Cathie Fitzhugh. The girl resembled Morganna Chavez a little too closely. Same style of dress, same hair. The drink he held was unobtrusively moved into the place of the drink the waitress had just brought Miss Fitzhugh. Without looking, without checking, she picked up the wrong drink and began to consume it.

Craig Tyler had turned from the table at the same moment, looking out over the crowd. Sandy Mitchell had been flirting with Jenna Lancaster. It was as though the dark figure sitting among them was noticed by no one but the video camera. And then never at an angle to catch either his profile or his full expression.

“He makes it look very easy, doesn’t he, Jayne?” he murmured to his head of security, who was currently pacing the room.

Jayne Smith—he almost snorted at the name—was the best money could buy in the security field, but even she had been unable to catch the drugging of the women.

“It’s the second attempt, though there are slight differences in build and mannerisms between the two men slipping the drinks in,” Smith snapped, her icy blue eyes staring at the screens intently. “We managed to avoid one last week. Sandy feigned accidentally spilling her drink when he noticed it had been switched. But he didn’t see who switched it. That bastard . . .” She pointed to the leather-clad shadow slowly moving back from the table as the slow-motion reverse cycle of the feed continued. “Is damned good. He knows the placement of our cameras, your bouncers, and the men watching out just for this. If it hadn’t been for the bouncer making a quick, unannounced trip to the men’s room, another girl would have disappeared last week.”

“Reno isn’t going to be pleased with this report,” Drage muttered as he kept his eyes on the video. “Have you been able to figure out where McIntyre has Morganna hidden?”

“Not yet.” She shook her head, the short strands of silky dark blond hair feathering around her face. “But we’re working on it. That attempt on her at the house will spook him. Maybe we’ll get lucky and he’ll pull her out.”

Drage shook his head slowly. “It won’t happen. She’s committed to this. We’ll wait until the club empties out of employees before we relocate a few of the cameras. Don’t let anyone else know what we’re doing. We’ll do it ourselves. I want to know how that bastard knows my security angles enough to keep his face hidden.”

“You and me both.” Murder swirled in the dark cadence of Smith’s voice. “And I don’t know about you, but I’m starting to suspect Agent Merino has a mole in his group. They would know our cameras and their placement after pulling the security tapes last month after one of the women turned up dead.”

“Agreed,” Drage murmured as he continued to watch the figure move through the club until he exited. The outside cameras picked him up from there.

Two dozen cameras and nothing, not even a profile shot that wasn’t shadowed one way or the other, to give a hint to the man’s identity. No tags on the plain brown sedan he entered, no marks to identify it.

“Joe definitely has a mole.” Drage finally admitted to the suspicion he had tried to deny. “Contact Mclntyre when you find him. He called earlier, but his number was blocked. I want to talk to him before he brings her back in.”

“He rescinded his request?” Smith guessed.

Drage smiled faintly. “As I expected he would. I didn’t expect this attack on her so soon, though. It will only raise suspicion. Merino surely suspects himself now that he has a leak.”

Smith shook her head as Drage glanced back at her. She looked like a cuddly little mistress, not the best damned gutter fighter he had ever run across.

“He won’t believe it,” she said coolly. “He’ll point out that the objective was to bring focus to her in the first place. He won’t accept one of his men has turned.”

“Do we have any reports on who could be behind this yet?” Drage asked.

Smith’s nostrils flared as her gaze met his. “A few rumors are coming in, but nothing I can substantiate. We’ve had the name of a canceled cartel pop up a few times, but they were taken out two years ago, the entire family neutralized. We have a possible Russian connection, but that one doesn’t feel right. I’m still checking into it.”

Drage nodded in reply before sighing deeply. “Take the bouncers off scheduled posts. Have them move freely about the club rather than in the formation we’ve kept them in. I don’t want to lose any more women from my clubs, Smith. This is pissing me off.”

“You’re not alone,” she snorted. “What I can’t understand is why strike so soon after the three were arrested last week.”

“These videos are funding something.” His fist clenched as he stared at the video once again. “And they’re using my damned clubs to do it.”

“Two other women were hit last month at other clubs,” she pointed out. “Diva’s, Merlin’s, and the Roundtable just happen to have the crowd they’re looking for. As for what they’re funding, I’m guessing their own damned pockets, boss.”

He heard the throttled fury in her voice and knew she was just as determined to find the bastards behind this as was he. Jayne looked soft, sweet, like a sex kitten waiting to play. She was a tiger waiting to devour instead. The damage she could do to a man when she wanted to had Drage wincing at the thought. She had nerves of steel and ice water for blood.

“Let me know when you’re ready to start moving the cameras,” he told her quietly. “I’m going to go over these videos again, see if I can catch anything familiar about this guy.”

She was silent. Drage could feel her standing behind him, watching him. And he remembered weeks before, when he had nearly lost her to those bastards. Jayne drugged on Whores Dust wasn’t a sight he ever wanted to experience again.

“Be sure to remember to eat,” she said, her voice cold as she headed for the door, obviously offended by his abrupt manner. “Don’t make me have to cart it in here to you. I’m not your maid.”

Before he could snap out a reply the door was closing quietly behind him and he realized that once again she had managed to get the last word on him. Damn her.


 


Chapter 11

 

 

Clint paced the suite as he listened to the water running in the shower. The dinner plates had been cleared away and set outside, the door carefully bolted. He was sealed inside with her, the scent of her filling his senses as he prowled the room, waiting.

If he could hold the rest of the world at bay for just a few hours, then he could convince himself, to the bone, that she was okay. He pushed his fingers through his hair before gripping his neck in an effort to massage away the tension there.

He couldn’t shake the sight of that knife moving for the fragile column of her neck. If she hadn’t saved herself, she would have been dead. There was no way he could have gotten to her in time. He tried to tell himself he would have, but he knew better. All the training in the world couldn’t make him Superman.

And he still remembered her expression. Determined to live, her eyes bright with anger, her face twisted into a grimace of resolve. She wasn’t going to let her assailant kill her, not that easily. She had given Clint those extra few seconds he needed to jerk her out of her assailant’s arms and out of harm’s way.

That time.

His guts tightened with the thought that just pulling her out of the game wasn’t going to pull her out of the danger. She was compromised, for whatever reason, and now she was marked.

The thought of that was enough to make him wish for an empty room and ten minutes alone with the bastards targeting her. He’d show them pain. He’d show the sons of bitches what it was like to hurt, to die in an agony so intense that death was a relief. No one, but no one, was allowed to hurt Morganna.

He had made that rule years ago, and he’d made it stick. The boys who dated her knew that if a single tear was shed over them on her part, then he and Reno came after them. She was heartbreaking when she cried. It was something Clint couldn’t handle, not for a second.

Her eyes just got wider, her pouty little lips turned down, and silent tears washed over a heartbroken expression. His hands shook at the thought of dealing with those tears, because he wanted to kiss them away. Then kiss her trembling lips, and from there . . . there would have been no stopping his downfall.

Just as there was no stopping it now. He knew when she walked out of that shower; within seconds he was going to end up tossing her in that bed. And God help her. He hadn’t been this damned hot for a woman in years; it might be days before Morganna got to see sunlight again.

Which only added to his frustration. To keep her, he was going to have to save her first. He stopped in the middle of the floor at that thought and raised his eyes to the ceiling, looking for answers where he was certain there were none.

Save her? The minute he managed to pull her ass out of this fire, she’d have the flames licking at her from somewhere else. She was trouble. She wasn’t even trouble waiting to happen; she was trouble in progress.

And he was going to work with her?

He ground his teeth together at the thought. It would be more like trying to work just to keep up with her. He knew from experience that keeping up with Morganna was next to impossible.

Damn. He was in trouble and he knew it.

Because in some ways, she had been right that morning. His parents’ relationship had colored his belief in love, in women. Morganna was the prettiest thing he had ever laid his eyes on and so filled with life he knew he had no hope of keeping her to himself.

He couldn’t lock her away and expect her to be happy. She would always need an adventure, and as she was proving now, that adventure would never be safe.

And the men. God, they flocked around her like flies to honey, hungry to touch her, to possess her. As though the life that burned within her eyes drew them like moths to a flame.

Once he had her, any man who touched her would be taking his life in his own hands. Unlike his father, Clint would never be able to contain his fury if he arrived home to find his woman in bed with another man.

Clint’s jaw clenched as anger nearly overwhelmed him. He knew Morganna had known other lovers; hell, he even knew who they were. He could tell, the moment he met them, that they had touched her beautiful body, had lain with her, caressing her, loving her. And he had wanted to kill them. Hell, he still wanted to kill them.

That fury had terrified him. If he felt that way and she didn’t even belong to him, what would he do if the loneliness she would live with as his wife became too much? If temptation was too close, the fear and the worry too strong, allowing her to give in to another man?

“You think too much.”

He swung around, tension tightening his body at the sight of her leaning against the wall that led to the bathroom. He had heard the shower turn off; he hadn’t expected her to leave the bathroom so quickly.

The shirt he had given her was the ugliest one he owned. A pea green combat shirt that had been washed one time too many. It hung to her knees, but first it whispered over her breasts, outlining those damned gold rings centered in her nipples.

Lust sizzled in his groin, torturing his erection, tightening it further. He swore he was harder than he had ever been in his life. “You didn’t need the T-shirt.”

“Yes, I did.” She straightened from the wall, watching him warily. “You surely didn’t think I was just going to lay down with you and let you trample all over me again, Clint.”

He had wondered how long it would take her to get mad. And she was plenty mad now. The shock from the attack was wearing off, but the adrenaline was still riding high inside her.

“You’ve been fighting for this for eight years, Morganna.” He ground his teeth together in frustration, certain she would end up driving him crazy.

“I stopped fighting tonight, remember?” she pointed out, those stormy eyes biting into him, defying him, challenging him. “I gave up.”

“You?” he said, smiling, shaking his head. “You don’t give up, baby.”

“In this case, I’m reevaluating my options.” Slender shoulders shrugged negligently as her arms crossed beneath her breasts, her slender fingers curling into fists as she tucked them out of sight. “I don’t want someone who so clearly hates wanting me in return, Clint. Find someone else.”

Find someone else?

“I don’t think so.” There were no options left. “Neither one of us can walk away from this now, Morganna. I think you know that.”

Her eyes narrowed, the shifting grays swirling with emotion as they raked over his body. It was almost a caress, tinged with anger, with a forceful determination to strike back at him.

He had hurt her. He knew he had. His own determination to protect her had stripped her down to the base of who and what she was. Stubborn, intent. The shock had worn off and now the woman was emerging, pissed off, wary, and ready to fight.

“You’ve avoided it for eight years, Clint. I can work with you and handle it. You don’t have to fuck me to keep me alive.” She straightened from the wall, her arms dropping to her sides as he began to pace closer to her.

“No. I have to have you to keep my own sanity,” he said softly. “I have to touch you, taste you, possess all the heat and fire before I die inside from the cold, Morganna.”

She warmed him and he hadn’t even realized it. When he was with her, his emotions, his hungers, all the desperate needs she inspired in him rose to the surface. There was something about Morganna that made him feel. And he had sworn long ago that he would never let that happen.

“You never cared how cold you were before. Why start now?” Her voice was rough with the angry tears he could see she was holding back.

He was almost wary. He had learned how to handle Morganna in every given mood but this one. This one intrigued him the most, though. She was fighting him rather than teasing him. Defying him rather than giving in to him. The complete opposite of the type of woman he had always believed would suit him.

Anticipation licked over his flesh, sending vibrations of awareness to ripple through his cock. He was going to lay her across that damned bed and paddle her ass for making him crazy first. Then he would show her exactly how a true Dom tamed fiery little wildcats like herself.

She stared back at him defiantly as he stopped within inches of her, watching her with narrowed eyes, feeling the waves of anger and desire that whipped around him.

“You’re mine.” He kept his voice low as he watched her lips tighten in anger.

“And it took a knife at my neck to convince you of that?” She snorted derisively. “Oh really, Clint. You’re just horny. Did the redhead turn you on a little too much? I can’t believe you would dare to try to touch me after having that bimbo on your lap.

Brilliant points of light fed into the stormy gaze now, the phenomenon mesmerizing him for long minutes. He believed she just might be more pissed than he originally thought.

“She’s an agent, Morganna,” he reminded her. “That was the role. Remember?”

“As though she convinced anyone she needed to be drugged to fuck,” Morganna sneered. “She was so ready to do you it was pathetic. And you were encouraging her.” She threw it at him as though the sin were of blasphemous proportions.

She was jealous. Furiously jealous. And seeing it did nothing to still his lust and his need as it would have with any other woman. Instead, if possible, his cock grew harder, his hunger for her rising.

“I’ll encourage you harder,” he offered. “Come and sit on my knee, Morganna. Let’s see if you can show me how it’s supposed to be done.”

“You bastard!”

He saw her arm move, the upswing of her tight little fist, and held himself still. He could have caught her barreling fist, could have stopped the impact of it before it connected with the side of his lips.

But he didn’t. The sharp sting caused him to flinch, but he didn’t break eye contact with her. His fingers snapped around her wrist when she drew back, and he watched as shock rounded her eyes, drew the color from her face.

Holding her gaze, he lifted his free hand and wiped the thin trail of blood from the corner of his mouth. He glanced at his fingers, seeing the dark smear across them before he stared back at her.

She gasped as the same finger touched her lips, pressing inside her mouth. Her tongue curled over it, a shiver washing over her as a startled, breathless little cry vibrated from her lips. He brought her fist to his lips then, his tongue licking over the smear of the blood that stained her fragile fingers.

“Kiss it and make it better now,” he growled, jerking her to him, feeling the demon of lust that rode his back howling out in hunger as her body came flush with his. “We’ll both make it better.”

 

Morganna met Clint’s lips halfway, a cry of hunger and desperation leaving her throat as they came together. It wasn’t an easy kiss. It wasn’t a gentle kiss. As though the fear of losing him and the aching loss she had dealt with as she left his truck hours before coalesced into a driving, burning conflagration that overtook her mind.

A haze of red filled her vision, even though her eyes were closed. Brilliant pinpricks of color exploded behind her closed lids as dizzying sensations ripped through her mind.

“I can’t be around you without craving your taste,” he muttered against her lips. “Dying for you, a little bit at a time. Dying to taste and touch . . . Sweet God, Morganna, you make me crazy for you.”

His voice was dark and heavy with emotion. Tormented. Filled with need and hunger. A need and hunger that rose inside her, matching his for desperation and intensity as his lips covered hers once again.

His kiss was a marauder intent on submission, and submission had never been Morganna’s strong suit. Especially with Clint.

As his lips controlled hers, she was well aware they were controlling her, his tongue moving past hers in well-timed thrusts that mimicked a pleasure her body was rioting for.

His fingertips touched her jaw as he groaned against her lips. Touching her with a gentle, hesitant caress that reinforced the dominance of his kiss.

She nipped at his tongue, only to have his hand cup beneath her chin, his fingers gripping her jaws and holding them open. Oh, she loved that. The forceful domination blew her mind.

He growled into the kiss, the animalistic, primal sound sending shivers racing down her back as her nails raked over his shoulders while she squirmed against him, bucking in his arms in an attempt to be free of him. She wanted to touch him, devour him. Standing still and in a haze of pleasure beneath his kiss was all very well and good, but she had waited years for this. Fantasized about it. Ached for it. She wanted more than her own submission.

“Stay still. God. Easy, baby . . .” he panted as his hips pressed her against the wall, and leaned back to grab her wrists and shackle them over her head. “Leave me a little self-control here.”

“Like hell.” She nipped at his lips as they lowered, the swollen sensuality of them making her want to devour them. He had stripped her of her self-control; why should she leave him any?

“I’m going to paddle your ass if you keep this up.” His eyes were glittering with lust, his voice thick with it as he stared down at her.

His hands were like manacles on her wrists as she glared back at him, or tried to glare back at him. It was hard to glare when she could feel her juices literally dripping between her thighs and the love she felt for him weakening her knees. God, she loved him. Loved him until she felt seared from the emotion.

“You and whose army?” she taunted with a smug, mocking smile. “Don’t make threats, big boy, that you can’t uphold.”

She was dying to feel his hand on her ass. He had been threatening to spank her since she was eighteen years old, and she had fantasized about it just as long.

His eyes narrowed on her as his chest moved harshly with his breathing. She was panting. She was certain someone was limiting the amount of oxygen in the room.

“I should have packed the ball gag in that damned duffel I brought, instead of the butt plug.” A sensual smile tugged at his lips just before his tongue licked over hers. “That would have shut you up.”

Her vagina convulsed so heavily, she was certain she was going to orgasm right there on the spot.

“Bring a toy to do a man’s job, did you?” She bucked in his arms again.

His rough chuckle was wickedly sensual and set her soul on fire. This was how she had dreamed of him. Sexually dominant, allowing her to challenge him, defy him, and taking pleasure in the game.

“Preparation is everything, baby.” He crooned, “And trust me, tonight, you’ll find out exactly why the hell I didn’t take you up on your very charming offer when you were eighteen.”

There was no time for a comeback. Before she could do more than squeak in surprise, he picked her up against his chest, strode into the bedroom, and tossed her onto the mattress.

“Take off the shirt,” he ordered her roughly as he jerked the duffel bag to the edge of the bed and pulled the zipper on it, removing several items from it that had her flushing in aroused embarrassment. The tapered sexual toy and tube of lubrication had her blood pressure skyrocketing as well as a small spurt of concern. It just wasn’t possible that she could accommodate that thing where no toy had gone before.

“In your dreams.” She crouched on the bed, staring back at him as she swiped back the long curls that fell over her face.

She felt empowered. Utterly sensual. Staring back at Clint, seeing the naked hunger and intensity of emotion raging in his eyes, Morganna knew that all their battles had merely been foreplay to this.

His smile as he moved for her proved it. Before Morganna could evade him, Clint gripped the hem of the T-shirt, wrestling it from her as she screeched in outrage.

“Arrogant ass,” she accused as he moved back, disposing of his pants just as quickly.

Within seconds he was naked, bronzed flesh rippling over powerful muscles as his hand lowered to the stalk of his erection, his fingers stroking over it slowly as he stared down at her.

“That is just so not right,” she panted, her eyes widening at the sight of the gold ball ring that pierced the underside of his cock, just beneath the thickly flared crest.

God, he was pierced. That was just so wicked.

Her mouth watered to taste him as his fingers gripped the little ring, tugging at it teasingly as the head of his erection pulsed and darkened with arousal. A little bead of pre-come glistened on the tip, tempting her as she licked her lips in hunger.

Staring at the flushed, heavily veined flesh, Morganna was distracted just enough, just for the few precious seconds Clint needed to catch her off guard. Before she could do more than gasp in outrage, he moved, gripping her waist and flipping her to her stomach a second before his hand landed on her rear.

“Damn you!” That felt too good. She was not into that submissive spanking-master stuff, she assured herself, but the sharp little tap to her buttock sent pulses of heat and pleasure rushing through her.

“Stay still.” Clint’s voice was harsh, hoarse. “God help me, Morganna, I don’t know if I can wait.”

He pulled her hips up, back, as she braced herself on the mattress and tried to crawl away from him. She was not going to make this easy for him.

“Enough!” One broad hand gripped her hip, holding her in place as his knees bracketed hers.

He shackled her in place. Sort of. She knew she should have been fighting him harder, but the feel of his heavily lubricated fingers moving through the cleft of her rear had her stilling in shock.

“What the hell are you doing?”

“Preparation.” She felt the fiery probing of his fingertip against the forbidden entrance and jerked in reflex. She could feel her heart pounding between her breasts in excitement, stealing her breath.

“Clint . . .” She could feel her flesh tightening, stretching around the width of his finger.

“Stay still. Just a minute. . . .” The sudden impalement was shockingly heated, wicked. Carnal.

Slick, cool, his finger slid back, only to be replaced by a second. Shocked lust seared her, as though the tiny prick of burning pleasure were a narcotic.

Her hands fisted in the coverlet as she tried to move, bucking against his hold, the breath strangling in her chest as he held her in place, slowly working his fingers inside her, stretching her, burning.

She should say no. She should protest. She knew she should. She struggled in his grip, but his hand tightened on her hip as his knees held her legs in place. The forceful dominance was more arousing than she could have ever imagined.

“This is depraved.” She jerked against him, crying out at the fiery pleasure as the impalement increased. She bucked against him, fighting to free herself, knowing all she had to do was say no, but unable to push the word past her lips.

She wanted to fight him, she realized. She wanted the challenge, the defiance, the loss of control she knew he was experiencing.

“God, the way you stretch around my fingers,” he groaned, retreating from her rear, only to return, stretching her further as the cool lubrication eased his way. “I’m going to take you here, Morganna. Eventually. When you’re ready. When I have enough control. Until then, you’ll have this.”

She tried to breathe as his fingers retreated, expecting to feel a more normal caress, a touch to her aching, saturated sex, a heavy thrust into her aching vagina. What she felt instead was the cool tapered end of the thick-based toy he had jerked out of his pack earlier.

“Clint, this is so perverted,” she panted as she twisted in his grip, crying out at the extremity of the sensations tearing through her.

He didn’t pause. He made no allowances for the untouched condition of the tiny entrance; he pressed the toy inside her firmly, stretching her with it, sending flames of pleasure so intense it bordered pain, flaring through her body.

It shouldn’t feel so good. It shouldn’t burn inside her with the force of a wildfire ripping over her nerve endings. Stealing every vestige of control she had ever possessed.

“Take it, baby,” he growled, working the shaft in with deep, careful strokes despite her struggles. “God yes, open for me, Morganna, just as I’ve dreamed.”

She screamed as the thickly flared bottom popped inside her anus, the narrower portion at the base locking it inside her. Her upper body collapsed to the bed as she fought to accustom herself to the heavy invasion a second before a deep vibration began to ripple through it.

It was vibrating, massaging the delicate, pleasure-tormented cavity as she writhed with a pleasure so intense she was fighting in earnest to crawl from him now, whimpering at the sensations breaking over her, tearing through her senses as the destructive pleasure-pain tore loose any previous concepts of passion she had ever known.

“Easy, baby.” Clint turned her to her back, spreading her thighs before him as he lay between them, holding her in place as he stared up at her.

She cried out, even as her hand locked in his hair, holding him in place. “I can’t stand it, Clint.”

His hands were ruthless, holding her thighs open, pressing her to the bed, refusing her the need to curl away from him, to accustom herself to the dark pleasure enveloping her.

She had never been invaded anally before. Had never known pleasure and pain could ride so close together.

He didn’t answer her plea. Instead, his head lowered, his tongue swiping through the drenched center of her body before lapping at her like a man starved. Over her clitoris, around it, tormenting the already-tortured entrance to her pussy as she pulled at his hair. The vibration in her rear was sending hard, electric pulses of sensation up her spine, into her sex. She was stretched on a rack of sensation so intense she wasn’t certain she could survive it.

This was Clint. Touching her. Taking her places she had never imagined with an extremity that canceled reality.

“God, you taste good.” His voice was savage, intent, as he suddenly moved from her.

“Don’t stop!” Her eyes flared open, desperation tightening her fingers in his hair as they tried to force him back to the weeping flesh burning for his touch.

Clint pulled her hands from his hair. He came over her instead, stretching her arms above her as her fingers formed claws, her hips churning beneath him until she felt his cock, hot, fierce, pressing into her.

Okay. Maybe this was better.

Then, as she felt the entrance struggling against his invasion, her breath caught. Maybe it wasn’t.

“It won’t fit.” She couldn’t breathe. The heavy, short thrusts that forced the thick erection inside her had searing waves of pleasure tearing through her vagina.

Pleasure. The pleasure was like a demon, devouring her mind, mixing with the pain, spiking both higher until she was certain she couldn’t bear more.

And yet he gave her more. Threw her higher as her vagina tightened convulsively around his invading shaft.

“It will fit. Look at me, Morganna. Damn you, look at me.”

His voice was darker, more commanding, than she had ever known it to be. She forced her eyes to his, staring up at him in dazed rapture as she felt him pushing inside her.

His expression was savage. Dark blue eyes glittered with lust and hunger; his features were taut, the flesh stretched tight over his cheekbones as a breathless scream left her lips and he forged into her to the hilt.

She felt tender tissue and muscle part for him, stretching to accommodate him, revealing nerve endings and pleasure her vibrator had never come close to matching. The ball ring slid over her flesh, caressing the internal muscles with a wicked little rasp. He felt huge inside her; the deep throb of heavy veins along his erection pulsed, adding to the heavy throb of the vibrating toy in her rear.

“Fuck yes!” The cords stood out on his neck as his head arched back, his gaze never leaving hers. “You’re so damned tight, I’m dying. . . . God yes, baby, milk my cock. Just like that.”

Her vagina was spasming with the effort to accommodate him as the heavy vibration in her rear sent sharp talons of electrical impulses to attack her clit, her womb.

“I can’t bear it. . . .” She couldn’t breathe for the sensations. Every muscle, every cell, in her body was stretched tight, reaching, tortured with a need she couldn’t make sense of.

“It’s okay, baby.” Sweat stood out on his lean face, his shoulders, as he shook his head, his erection still throbbing inside her. “It’s okay. We’re almost there. Almost there.” And he began moving.

One hand held her wrists in place as the other lowered to lift her leg, pulling it to his hips as he drew back, then forged back, hard, fast.

“Clint . . .” Her eyes dazed, her breath strangling in her throat as she began to fight the rising, white-hot impulses of feeling exploding through her. Was it pleasure? Was it pain?

“God yes, baby. Let me have you. All of you. All of you, Morganna.” He groaned as he came over her, his hips pumping as sweat coated their flesh, the heat building, rising to the point that she was fighting it, fighting him, fighting the screeching, clawing animal of lust tearing at her womb, tightening it with a ferocity that terrified her.

She could feel every thick vein of his erection in her overstretched vagina, the slick drag of the golden ring with its center ball, the press of the flared head as it pulled back, raking the violently sensitive spot just beneath her clit.

“Sweet darlin’.” His accent deepened. “Take me, baby. There you go. I feel you, darlin’, tighten around me. Just like that. Just like that, sweetheart.”

Everything inside her was tightening, burning, building.

“There you go, baby.” His voice thickened further as his thrusts became faster, stronger. “Come for me, baby. Let me feel you. . . . Let me feel you. . . .”

Liquid flames tore into the center of her body. Morganna tried to scream, to cry out, but no sound would emerge. The conflagration grew, intensified, until his head lowered, his teeth gripping the sensitive cord in her neck as his lips covered it, drew on her, and sent her exploding.

Her teeth locked in his shoulder, and she was certain she tasted blood as she felt the world dissolve around her.


 


Chapter 12

 

 

How long had it been since he’d cried?

He needed to cry now, to ease the emotion tightening his chest.

As Clint eased the plug from Morganna’s rear, he could feel the emotion ripping through him, tearing at his soul. She was damned near unconscious, a breathy little moan her only sign of awareness as the sensual toy slipped free of the tight grip her body had on it.

His hand smoothed over the side of her thigh as she lay curled on her side, her hair tangled around her shoulders, back, and face, sweat dampened and gleaming like wet silk. Unblemished. Unmarred. There wasn’t a scar on her fragile body, but he could see the bruises rising beneath the creamy flesh.

He had bruised her. And her neck . . . He lifted his gaze to where he had marked her. God, what had he done to her? He raked his hand across his face as he jerked from the bed, pacing to the bathroom, where he ruthlessly washed the plug and stored it in the protective covering he had bought for it.

He braced his hands on the sink when he finished, breathing in deep, hard, before he forced himself to stare back at his reflection.

He was surprised by the mark on his shoulder. Her sharp little teeth had pierced the tough skin in two places, leaving a small smear of blood across the primal mark. He lifted his hand, touching the sensitive spot as a bitter smile touched his lips.

It didn’t make up for what he had done to her.

It was more than obvious her sweet rear had never been breached; she had never been taken with a hunger as deep as the one she inspired in him. Her eyes had been dazed, her face pale, but God, she had taken him. Growing wetter, hotter, clasping him inside her until he was certain he couldn’t move, could do nothing but pump every ounce of his semen inside her rippling little channel.

Shaking his head, he jerked a washcloth from the side of the sink as he turned on the water with a vicious jerk. He dampened the cloth, wrung it out, and forced himself back to the bed.

He used the heated washrag to clean her gently, to first wash the uncomfortable perspiration from her neck, shoulders, breasts, belly, and back before he moved to her thighs. His semen marred the soft, flushed folds of her sex, slickened her thighs.

As he cleaned her, his throat tightened at the sight of it. He hadn’t used protection. But he had never meant to with Morganna. He had been careful all his life; there was no chance of infecting her with anything but his own bitterness and no chance of pregnancy. He could live with his cock spilling inside her on an hourly basis, and she would never risk conceiving his child.

For the first time in years, the thought of it bothered him. He would never see her body ripen with his baby. But on the other hand, no child would ever suffer the hell he had known, either.

“Clint . . .” His name whispered past her lips as he pulled the blankets over her to protect her from the chill of the air conditioner.

She shifted on the mattress before settling in with a little sigh and sleeping again.

God, he couldn’t do this.

He jerked a pair of jeans and underwear from his pack and stalked to the bathroom. He showered quickly, drying his body with rough, ruthless movements before dressing and heading back to the sitting room.

The small refrigerator held several hospitality bottles of liquor. He jerked them all out, uncapped the first, and tossed it back. Shit, he hated vodka.

Pulling his cell phone from its holder, he flipped it open and punched in Joe’s number. The bastard better have some answers. He was getting sick of trying to figure out the impossible from this point.

“Hey, Clint.” The other man’s voice was weary as he answered the phone. “Are you secure?”

A frown darkened his brow. “Secure enough,” Clint growled, the cell phone specially designed for secure conversations by a friend with a knack for electronics. “What’s up?”

“Hell if I know,” Joe snarled across the line. “Drage has closed down for the day and run off all his staff except his head of security. I suspect he’s shifting camera angles. He’s pretty pissed. Seems our perp knew the angle of the cameras.”

“Masters knows about the operation?” His jaw clenched over the question.

“He came to us right after Morganna was assigned to the team,” Joe admitted. “As far as we can find out, he’s not involved, but we’re keeping an eye on him. He’s locked up tight this morning, though. He’s not letting us in there until he’s finished.”

“Which tells me what, Joe?” Clint asked carefully, keeping his voice calm, neutral.

“Which tells you I don’t know shit,” Joe snapped back.

“It tells me you have a mole,” Clint informed him, feeling the edge of violence pricking at his temper. “Who is it?”

“Not in my crew—”

“Don’t be a fool,” he advised Joe softly. “I’m not. Find your mole or I’m going to start looking for him, and you don’t want me to have to do that with Morganna in tow. If I have to offend her sense of justice by killing a few DEA agents to get the right one, I’m going to be pissed off, Joe.”

It wasn’t a threat, and by the silence on the line he knew Joe was aware of that.

“There has to be more to this,” Joe finally snapped. “If they wanted to take someone out, they would have started with me or Craig, not Morganna. Taking her out won’t stop the operation.”

“She spotted three of their men drugging one of the women there last week. This is revenge. And someone on the inside is helping them.” If Joe couldn’t get to the bottom of this, then he would. “You can send your female agent home. Morganna will be working with me.”

A hard, hissing breath filled the line.

“If she’s compromised, they might not try to hit her again.”

“They won’t stop,” Clint snapped. “Pull in all your men except your tech and get them in the bar from here on out. Cover our asses. If anything happens to her, Joe, I’ll kill you. You know that, don’t you?”

“Agreed,” Joe said, his voice rough, frustrated. “I’ll pull the team together and we’ll meet you tomorrow night—”

“I’ll call you before we meet. You and Craig can meet with us, then brief the rest of your team. Now, what did you find at Morganna’s house?”

“We found the knife. No prints, but it was manufactured in South America. Bogotá, to be exact. I’m trying to get a trace from other sources now, but it will take a while.”

South America. The Fuentes Cartel. He knew it.

Fuentes had used a very exclusive drug to dose the senators’ daughters. Clint remembered the sight of those girls the night his team rescued them. Nearly naked, sweat-dampened, their pupils dilated. The oldest girl had been coherent enough to tell Kell that the soldiers were preparing to videotape their rape as incentive for their fathers to do as Fuentes wanted.

“Contact your head office. Get your best computer geek moving on the Fuentes Cartel, or what’s left of it. The drug you’re chasing was developed by them, so the lab, suppliers, and most likely dealers will be part of this. Someone left from that organization is trying to rebuild it, and they’re using the videos to fund it.”

“We’ve been working that angle, but nothing has popped yet.” The frustration in the other man’s voice was clear. “With Diego Fuentes killed, I’m leaning more toward a rival group than the Fuentes Cartel itself.”

“Doesn’t mean Fuentes didn’t have an enterprising lieutenant smart enough to pull this off. See what you can pull up on the remnants of his cartel. Someone has managed to snag the drug, as well as a corner of his cartel here. Start tracing and see what you come up with. Some intel out of Colombia after we hit Fuentes was that before Diego Fuentes’ old man died, his closest advisor, a man who went by his first name only, Saul, went into retirement. After Diego’s supposed death, Saul disappeared from his seaside mansion and took a private flight to California. Intelligence lost him there.”

“Damn. Intelligence in the DEA has no idea Saul left retirement.” Excitement colored his voice now. “This could be the break we’re waiting on. How the hell did you know this?”

Interagency collaboration could be a bitch. The CIA had the information on Saul six months ago. Clint had acquired it from a team member currently investigating the rumor that Nathan Malone, the team member lost in Colombia, was still alive.

“Where doesn’t matter,” Clint murmured. “Fuentes and his men thought women were one step below their dogs. Except for that aberration he called his wife. They worshipped her. Saul shared this view and he knew Fuentes’ business inside and out. He could be the key we’re looking for.”

“Was the Fuentes bitch even female?” Joe grunted. “The reports I read on her suggested otherwise.”

“She had a kid,” he grunted. “So she was at least equipped physically. Mentally, I’d put her against Genghis Khan. Let me know what you can find out. I’m going to make a few more calls, then catch some sleep. I’ll contact you later to see what you’ve learned.”

Dawn was peeking through the sides of the curtains, reminding him exactly how long it had been since he had actually slept.

He disconnected the call, made a few more contacts with friends he knew would spread the word that he was currently trying to tame the shrew, then pocketed the cell phone and muttered a curse.

Damn, this was starting to get sticky. They thought they had taken out enough of Fuentes’ network to completely disable the cartel. Who had they missed?

He rose from the couch, pushing the phone back in its holder as he paced back to the bedroom. He just wanted to look at her. Hold her.

He shucked his jeans and underwear before easing slowly onto the bed beside her, careful to stay on top of the blankets that covered her as he curled himself around her.

He buried his face in her hair, inhaling the sweet scent of it, smelling the combined scents of their bodies. Hers warm and tinted with spring, his darker, more forceful. He was sunk and he knew it. Years of secrets, of hiding the truth even from those who knew him best, weighed on his shoulders with backbreaking force. On his back, old scars, long ago healed, stung with a fiery heat

He flinched at the memory of the belt coming down on his back, the rage in his father’s eyes, the violence that tightened his features.

You’re the man of the house while I’m gone and you couldn’t stop her?

Whoop.

She’s a woman, boy; where’s your pride? You’re going to let them make a whore of your momma?

Whoop.

I’ll teach you to do your job right. By God, you’ll do it right or I’ll kill you.

Whoop.

He had been thirteen years old. It was his responsibility to keep his mother home, to keep her from screwing everyone on the fucking base while his Navy SEAL father was gone. His responsibility.

His father had never beaten Clint’s mother. He had never so much as spanked Raven. It was Clint’s job to watch them, to protect them, to keep them safe. Even from themselves. If he failed, then the punishment was his. It was the lesson his father had learned from his father, and so on down the line. It was a bitter legacy that would end with Clint.

Clint remembered the day the black car ha driven up, his mother’s hysteria at the news of his father’s death. Clint had known only relief. Soul-destroying, guilty relief that his father wouldn’t return. Ever.

Allen Mclntyre had been a good husband, despite his wife’s infidelities. To Raven he had been a loving, strong figure for a father. But the face he had shown his son had been demonic, and one Clint knew would haunt him forever.

He tucked himself closer to Morganna, pulling her into the cradle of his body as weariness washed over him. He couldn’t keep her forever, and he knew it. He couldn’t be certain that the insanity that gripped his father wouldn’t take hold of him one day as well. He had been given proof of that the first time he met one of Morganna’s lovers, years before. He had wanted to kill the bastard. Every instinct inside him had pushed him to kill. And it terrified him.

But while he had her, he would love her. Silently. Stoically. He would love her.

 

Dreams were Clint’s worst fear. Each time he closed his eyes he knew the chances of reliving the past were high. Seeing himself in his father’s place, his hand raised back, the length of a leather belt clenched in his fist as his blue eyes blazed with fury, was his greatest nightmare.

He knew the child before him was his own flesh and blood. Big for his age, maybe, smart for his age, but still just a child. Tears stood in the boy’s eyes, but none fell to his cheeks until the flesh of his back smeared with blood. And still the belt fell, the fury cracking around them with each strike.

It was a dream Clint had never forgotten. Just as he had never forgotten his own beatings.

My father taught me to be a man, boy, Allen Mclntyre had raged as he beat Clint. I’ll teach you to be a man. A man doesn’t stand by and let others turn his momma into a whore.

The bastard had idolized his wife. He had worshipped at her feet, fought with her, screamed, and cursed her. The house and Allen’s life had revolved around Linda Mclntyre.

The dreams poured through Clint’s unconscious mind, though this time they grew dimmer, dimmer. Rather than feeling the stripe of his father’s leather, Clint felt a soft caress along his arm. The smell of his own blood was pushed away by the scent of summer, of heat and passion.

The smell of Morganna.

He shifted against her touch, knowing this dream better than most. He would feel her touch, light as a butterfly over his body, but never as he needed it. He would awaken, poised at the gates of her glistening, wet flesh, unsated, aching for her.

But the touch was firmer this time. Lips heated rather than merely warm. Her fingertips like silk, the murmur of her arousal against his abdomen as she licked.

He arched to her, rolling to his back, his arms outspread as he relished this touch. A touch from a woman whom he had only had in his dreams. Until now.

Her approval was a stinging little kiss just above his navel. He groaned, the sound piercing his mind as his fists clenched in the blankets. He needed her lower, just a little bit lower. His cock was rising fierce and hot from between his thighs, his balls aching with the need for relief.

Slowly, the knowledge that reality and dream commingled penetrated his mind, sending a harsh flare of horror raging through him. His eyes snapped open as his hand flashed out, catching her wrist as her slender fingers moved to encircle the fiercely throbbing shaft rising so eagerly to her touch.

Her witchy eyes, stormy gray, almost black with arousal, lifted to his. Dark lashes shadowed her cheeks as a wanton smile curved her lips and her pink little tongue swiped over her lips before her head began to lower.

He couldn’t speak. Jaw clenched, body aching, his free hand shot out, gripping her hair to hold her back. Her lips were but a breath from the damp, flushed crest rising so eagerly to her lips.

Nothing could stop her tongue. His jaw clenched so hard he wondered it didn’t snap as her tongue swiped over the bead of pre-come welling from the tip, then tickled at the gold ring piercing his foreskin.

His hips jerked, involuntarily arching to her lips despite the hold he had on her hair, the desperation in his mind that he hold her back falling beneath the pleasure.

It was so good. So damned good. Her tongue tugging at the little ball ring, sending sparks of heated sensation burning along his cock.

She was so pretty. Naked, flushed, her breasts swollen, the nipples peaked and rosy as she bent to him. His greatest fantasy, his worst fear.

“Let me,” she whispered, breathing over the damp head of his erection as he jerked at the lash of pleasure that so simple a caress brought.

His eyes narrowed on her as he took the hand he gripped, wrapping his fingers over hers as he forced her to grip the base of his tortured flesh.

He couldn’t speak. God only knew the insanity that would pass his lips if he tried. His other hand tightened in her hair, intent on dragging her rosy lips over the throbbing crest.

A frown snapped between her brows as she leaned back, tugging at the hold on her hair.

Her voice was strong, demanding. “You had your playtime; now it’s mine. Let me go, Clint.”

He fought to breathe. How the hell was he supposed to allow her the freedom to touch him as she pleased? She would kill him. Didn’t she know she was already destroying his soul?

“Let me go.” Her voice softened as she continued to stare at him from between his splayed thighs. “I’ve dreamed of this. Bringing you pleasure. Let me bring you pleasure now.”

Her free hand reached up, her fingers gripping his wrist, pulling at it as he forced his fingers to release her. He could see the need in her eyes, the hunger. Just for a minute. He could bear it surely—

“Jesus!” His hand flew to her hair again, gripping the strands as her hot mouth encircled the violently sensitive crest. “No.”

Her lips lifted from him as her gaze flashed.

“Don’t tell me no.” She pulled his hand from her again. “What are you afraid of, big man? How is the puny little girl going to hurt you? Like this . . . ?” Her tongue swiped over him, sending a burst of heat to his loins that damned near stole his breath.

“Morganna.” He moved to snag her hair again, only to have her flip her head to the side, anger mantling her cheeks.

“If you grab my hair again, I’m going to bite you.” Her teeth raked over the throbbing head of his cock and he nearly shot his release then and there. “Now stay still and let me play, Clinton Mclntyre, or I promise, you’re going to hurt for a week.”

Her tongue snagged the gold ball ring a second before her teeth gripped it, the little pout on her lips assuring him she meant business.

Clint fought to swallow. With every touch, every sweet, silky caress, she was destroying his soul. How the hell was he supposed to let her go when this was finished?

“I need to taste you,” she whispered as she licked beneath the crest, her little tongue flickering over the most sensitive area of his cock. “I need to make you feel good, too, Clint.”

His hands slapped to the bed, fisting in the blankets as he glared back at her. He couldn’t speak. Gibberish would result.

“So gracious you are, too.” Her husky laughter breathed over him, torturing him as her delicate hand began to stroke the thick shaft. “That’s okay, lover; I’m used to the Grouch. God knows how I could handle the shock if you were actually nice.”

Her eyes gleamed with laughter.

He forced himself to stay silent, to brace himself.

There was no bracing himself for her mouth. Her lips surrounding the blazing ache in the head of his erection, sucking it deep into her mouth as her tongue caught and played with the ring that pierced the foreskin.

“Sweet God!” he prayed, feeling the come boiling in his scrotum as he fought for control.

Her moan vibrated against him as her mouth tightened on him. Her lips stretched around him, sending exquisite fingers of electric shock through his penis, straight to his balls. Shit, he wouldn’t last a minute like this.

His hips arched again, driving the bloated head deeper as her mouth sucked him firmly. So sweet and hot, velvet-tight. And her face. Her expression was something he knew would be branded in his mind forever.

It glowed. Her sweet, beautiful face glowed before him as her hungry lips consumed him. Heavy-lidded eyes stared up at him; slender fingers stroked his shaft, caressed the taut sac below, and blew his mind.

She was the vision of every sexual fantasy he had ever known in his life. Of course, every sexual fantasy he had ever known was Morganna.

“Sweet baby.” His lips opened, his voice, so hoarse it shocked him, spilled the words building in his mind. God, he couldn’t resist her, couldn’t resist the need that had his hips pumping, his erection fucking into her mouth as his loins tightened with a release he wondered if he would survive.

“Perfect.” His strangled groan tore from his lips as she tongued the ball ring, tugged at it, licked over the foreskin. Sweet Heaven have mercy on him, he was going to blow his mind with his orgasm.

This wasn’t pleasure. This was torture with silken licks, a firm draw of satin cheeks. It was the most incredible torment he had ever known in his life.

“God yes!” His body corded as he felt her take him deeper, felt the sweet, fiery constriction at the back of her throat on the highly sensitive tip of his cock. “Damn you to hell, Morganna!”

He was going to come. His hands moved for her head, only to have her slap them back as the pressure on his cock eased.

“Fuck. Suck me.” His hands slammed back to the bed.

He wasn’t a fool. If he dared attempt to control this, she would stop. And he couldn’t bear that. She was sucking his mind from the tip of his cock and he considered it an acceptable sacrifice. Fiery fingers of exquisite pleasure were tearing up his back, sizzling in the base of his spine, warning him that he couldn’t hold off much longer.

He was panting for air. Breathing was almost impossible. Sweat broke out over his body as he gritted his teeth, snarling with the rapture tearing through him.

“Damn you!”

Her mouth tightened.

“Morganna. Baby . . .”

Her tongue flickered, tugged at the ball ring, lashed him with heat, and then as the tip of his erection was sucked to the back of her throat the explosion that resulted had him crying out, when he never cried out.

His hips arched tight, his eyes closed as his head ground into the pillow and his semen burst from the tip of his cock, spilling into the hot depths of her mouth. It was never ending, ripping through him, shuddering through his body, and stealing his soul.

When the last furious pulse of hot liquid was consumed by her greedy lips, he was free. He jerked her to him, rolling her to the bed and pushing in between her thighs.

He was still hard, still hungry. He would never, could never, get enough of her. His hands gripped her hips as he came over her, his thighs widening hers as he pressed into her.

Liquid heat began to surround him. She was so tight he had to work inside her, groaning with each shallow thrust until he filled her, until he could feel every inch of his erection surrounded by her.

And it wasn’t enough. He held her as close to his chest as possible, needing her skin to merge with his, to touch her soul despite the fear holding him back.

“Hold me,” he growled against her neck.

But she was holding him, her arms tight around his shoulders. And it wasn’t enough. He needed more. Needed more of her to still the pain building in his soul.

“Hold me, Morganna.” He began to thrust, desperate for her, needing more in ways he couldn’t explain. He couldn’t get closer to her, it wasn’t possible, but still, it wasn’t enough. God, it wasn’t enough; he was going to die if he couldn’t touch her deeper, if she didn’t touch him deeper.

Her arms tightened around his shoulders then, her cries echoing in his ear as he pushed her harder, his thrusts gaining in speed, killing them both in pleasure as his desperation drove him harder.

Harder. More. God, he needed more.

“I love you, Clint. . . .” Her cry tore through his head as he felt her tighten around him, felt her orgasm taking her. “I love you. . . .”

And he was there. She was there. Deeper. He buried his head in her neck as his own release swept over him. Pulse after blinding pulse as sanity became hostage to pleasure, and Morganna swept through his soul.


 


Chapter 13

 

 

He was running scared, Morganna could feel it. It echoed in the sluggish beat of her heart and the pain that resounded in her soul.

It wasn’t a physical escape but mental. Emotional.

“What time are we meeting Joe again?” She forced Clint to turn his gaze to her as she slid a stocking over her toes and pulled it slowly up her leg.

Dressed only in a black thong and black demi-bra, she knew the image she presented. Sex. Seduction. And the effect wasn’t lost if that bulge in his pants was anything to go by.

“Four.” His answer was quiet, his voice distant.

Morganna ducked her head as she lifted the mate to the black stocking she had just adjusted at her thigh as she sat on the edge of the bed. It went over her opposite foot, sliding it up her leg as his eyes stayed on her. He watched her when she turned away, when she lowered her head, but if she faced him directly his gaze would flicker from her before turning back.

It terrified her. Not because she was scared of him but because the strength of his defense mechanism had come the moment he lifted from her body hours before, stalking to the bathroom, where he had showered for what seemed like hours.

Long enough she was certain his skin was going to prune.

“Would you hurry and dress? We need to get out of here.” He was in SEAL mode, as she and Raven called it. Emotionless, all business.

Morganna adjusted the stocking before glancing over at the chair where he sat again. He was sprawled out in all appearance of lazy abandon. Even the appearance of it sucked, though.

“I told you it took a while for me to get ready.” She lifted her shoulders in a negligent shrug as she rose to her feet, careful to keep her back to him.

She could feel his eyes on her ass. The intimate knowledge didn’t shock her, she had always known when Clint was watching her, but now she knew the difference in the varying intentness of it.

He was eating up the sight of her. Devouring it. Aching for it. And he was holding himself back from her. Pulling away the only way he knew how.

She reached back, adjusting the material that ran from the cleft of her rear along her hips. She heard his indrawn breath and chose to ignore it.

Turning slowly, she moved for the clothes Clint had somehow managed to find earlier. After that long-assed shower, he had disappeared for an hour and returned with the clothes he had informed her she would wear.

“Your taste sucks.” She lifted the minuscule black leather skirt and stepped carefully into it.

The edges of her stockings showed, but they looked reasonably sexy. The black silk camisole top wouldn’t have been her first choice, though she hadn’t argued when she lifted it from the bag earlier.

“It looks okay.” His eyes never left her as he rubbed his finger over his chin, his gaze going over her.

She knew what he was doing. He was calculating the best way to keep her out of danger, going over every detail of what they were about to do, and forcing himself to see her as a tool for the job rather than the woman he ached for.

SEAL mode. She hated it.

“Hmm.” She pressed her lips together before sliding her feet into her shoes. “I have to stop at the house for makeup. I should have waited till then to dress.”

“You don’t need the makeup.”

“Yes, I do.” She smoothed the skirt over her thighs before gazing back at him placidly.

A frown snapped between his heavy brows. “You don’t need it and there’s no time to stop for it.”

“Then there’s no time for the meeting with Joe,” she informed him calmly. “I don’t go anywhere without makeup, Clint; get used to it.”

“No.”

Okay, she’d had enough of this. She turned, grabbing the bag that held the clothes she had worn the night before, and headed for the hotel room door.

“Where the hell do you think you’re going?” His hand slapped against the panel as she reached it, reminding her way too much of the night in his apartment when he had backed her against the door.

She turned to him, feeling the brush of his jeans-covered erection against her lower stomach and trying to ignore the jump in her blood pressure. God, what he had done to her in that bed through the night. Pleasure shouldn’t be that good; it shouldn’t ride an edge so close to torment, to dreams never imagined.

“I’m going back to my house,” she told him softly. “I’m going to dress in my own clothes, and I’m going to put on my makeup. After that, we can make that meeting or you can go to hell. Your choice.”

She watched the battle that raged in his eyes, mesmerized by it as she watched anger and emotion struggle for dominance.

“Your clothes kick ass,” he finally said, his jaw clenching violently. “It’s not a case of what looks best. After we meet with Joe we’re going downstairs at Diva’s, to the heart of the club. If you don’t dress the part, you’ll never be accepted there. This isn’t about the challenge or control. It’s about getting to that drug. Defying me sexually is one thing. Defying me at the basis of the Dom-sub relationship is another.”

“And wearing these clothes and no makeup will help that how?” She frowned back as the feel of his hard body against hers sent her pulse racing.

He breathed in deeply. “By stripping yourself of the makeup and your normal mode of dress, you’re showing the others, those not involved with the drugs, that you’re interested in submitting. It gains you acceptance, and acceptance gets you information. Where the suppliers or dealers are concerned, it pushes them closer to making a mistake, because they know it’s an act. They will know what you’re doing, even if no one else does. Men like this see it as a challenge rather than a ploy to force them into a mistake.

“They won’t suspect my involvement simply because I am a part of the inner club. I’m also known for choosing women who resemble you. It will make my job easier.”

“Because you wanted me” she said roughly, hearing only the admission that his women resembled her. “You went to others when you wanted me.” And that bit.

He grimaced, the ice around him melting further.

“Until I couldn’t breathe for it,” he finally admitted as though the knowledge of it angered him. “I still can’t breathe for it, Morganna.”

“Clint—” She would have protested the admission, but the finger against her lips halted her words.

“You’re like a fire inside me,” he said, but the tinge of regret in his voice sliced through her heart. “You think I find you lacking, and that’s not true, baby. I’m the one lacking, and when you realize that, you’ll understand why I’ve stayed away from you.”

“Lacking in what? The ability to understand that your normally less than charming personality is not why I love you?”

He breathed out heavily as his head lowered, his lips brushing over her shoulder as Morganna fought the heaviness in her heart.

“If I could love anyone,” he whispered at her ear seconds later, “it would be you, Morganna. It would always be you.”

Another woman might be offended. A part of Morganna assured her she should be offended. Except she knew Clint. As stubborn, impossible to get along with, and arrogant and demanding as he could be, he wasn’t lacking in love.

He loved her; she was certain of it. Accepting it might be a different matter for Clint. He saw too many shades of gray sometimes and not enough of the rainbow hues that love could be.

“It is me,” she whispered back, refusing to allow him to hide, to lie not just to her, but to himself. “And we both know it, Clint.”

As his head lifted, Morganna stared back at him silently.

His lips quirked wryly. “You’ll be the death of me.”

“Or the life of you.” She let her hands fall to his shoulders as he released them, relishing the warmth and power in his broad shoulders.

“Don’t you know that you always were the life of me?” he said as he pulled her close, only to facilitate opening the door behind her. “Come on. It’s time to show what you’ve got, wildcat. Let’s go see if we can find the bad guys.”

She didn’t argue with him, but she did know him. Clint had never realized, and perhaps he still didn’t, just how well she did know him.

He was still hiding from her.

She frowned as he checked the hallway before drawing her from the room and leading her to the elevators. She had always wondered at the shadow of pain in his eyes, even when he was much younger. She and Raven had discussed it often.

Clint had always been distant with his sister as well, though Morganna and Raven had marked it down to the differences in their ages. He was ten years older than his sister, and his relationship with his parents had always been stormy.

Raven had still been a child the day Clint graduated from high school and joined the Army, and after that, Raven saw her brother only occasionally, when he was at the Chavez home. He rarely appeared at his parents’ home. He hadn’t attended his father’s funeral.

After Raven moved out of her mother’s home Clint had seen her more frequently. Often staying at her apartment when he was in town rather than his own. But it was as though he had deliberately placed that distance between himself and his sister. A distance Morganna had always known he regretted.

She glanced up at him as they stopped at the elevator. He stared at the display marking each floor as it passed, his expression blank. Morganna bided her time. The elevator doors opened into the parking garage. She stood silently as he checked the area, then followed sedately behind him as they moved for the pickup.

The soft click of her heels on the cement flooring was the only sound between them as he led her to the truck.

“Stay here.” He held her back several feet from the truck before bending and beginning to work his way around it. “Clear,” he announced as he jerked open the driver-side door and stood back for her.

“You’re kidding.” She stared at the running board, several inches higher than her tight skirt was going to allow her to step.

His sigh was long-suffering. Tossing the pack into the backseat, he turned back to her, gripped her waist, and lifted her to the seat.

“You’re just going to make me shiver with all those muscles, Mr. McIntyre,” she simpered mockingly as she batted her lashes at him before turning and sliding to the middle of the seat.

“Nut,” he grunted as he moved beneath the wheel and slammed the door closed. “Scoot over.”

His thigh was plastered to hers, his arm lying over her breast, as he slid the vehicle into gear and pulled out.

“No.” Morganna wiggled against him, dragging her breasts over the underside of his arm as she felt him grow more tense.

“What do you mean no?” She liked the way his voice throbbed with lust. Oh yeah, he knew what they had, knew what he found with her he wasn’t going to find with another woman, and he wanted it. Bad. Again.

“I mean, I’m comfortable. If you want to dress me in clothes guaranteed to invite sex, the least you could do is give me a thrill.”

“Last night wasn’t enough of a thrill?”

“I liked this morning better.” She flicked him a glance from the corner of her eye as he pulled from the parking garage.

“I’m sure you did.” His voice cooled marginally.

She barely restrained her sigh. “I actually noticed something vaguely bothersome, though.” She lifted her hand, surveying a chipped nail, before looking up at him as he glanced over at her quickly.

“What?” His voice was suspicious.

“You didn’t use a condom, big boy,” she pointed out sarcastically. “Did you think of that?”

She had.

“Don’t worry about it.”

She hadn’t mistaken the tightening of his body or the way his hands clenched on the steering wheel until his knuckles turned white.

“Don’t worry about it?” she asked in amazement. “Clint, I’m not stupid here. I might be on birth control, but it’s not one hundred percent effective, as you know. And that’s not even considering STDs. How could you so calmly believe I wouldn’t eventually worry about it?”

“I used a condom with other women,” he growled, flicking her a half-angry look. “You don’t have to worry about STDs.”

She rolled her eyes mockingly as she scooted to the side enough to click her seat belt and turn to him. “And how can you be so certain I’ve been safe?”

“Because you weren’t raised to be stupid.” His jaw bunched as his eyes stayed glued to the road.

She stared back at him, confusion nudging into anger.

“You can be certain of this how?” she asked.

“Drop it, Morganna,” he forced past tight lips.

“I’ll get an appointment with my doctor next week.” She knew that expression on Clint’s face. It was the one she usually saw when she learned that he or Reno had put the fear of death into a boyfriend.

“You’re not pregnant, Morganna—”

“You can’t be certain.”

“I’m certain, dammit.”

“Prove it.”

“Because I had a fucking vasectomy five years ago. I can’t get you pregnant.”

Morganna stared back at him in shock. An angry snarl curled his lips as he glared over at her briefly, his blue eyes alive with anger.

“Satisfied?” he snapped when she had nothing else to say.

A heavy weight settled in her chest as she stared at him. It wasn’t just anger that filled his expression or his gaze. Shadows of bitterness, haunting demons swirled there, and Morganna realized she was only now seeing them for what they were.

What had happened? For whatever reason Clint had held himself back from her, this proved that it wasn’t simply because she was a “party” girl. There was something deeper, some darker reason.

“For now,” she whispered, turning back in her seat and staring ahead as Clint navigated the Sunday afternoon traffic toward Atlanta and the meeting with Joe.

What the hell had happened to him? Morganna frowned, wondering if Clint had always been this hard, this cold. Had it evolved? In ways it had, but she realized that as long as she had known him, she had realized there was a core of steel-hard strength, not just physical but mental. And there had always been shadows. They had drawn her when she was a child. Made her ache to comfort him the few times she had glimpsed the pain in his gaze.

He had hidden from everyone he had ever known, she thought. So effectively that she had never suspected that the man who had been so tender, so gentle, with others’ children would never want one of his own.


 


Chapter 14

 

 

Every head in the main room of Diva’s Downstairs turned when the elevator opened and Morganna stepped into the elaborately furnished room. There had to be fifty pairs of eyes suddenly trained on her, surveying her naked face, the short length of the leather skirt, and the collar at her neck.

The collar had surprised her. It wasn’t the traditional leather or studded belt that many of the submissives wore. Clint had surprised her instead with an inch-wide silver choker chain that fitted her perfectly and showed up clearly against her dark skin. Hanging in the center of the chain was a small deep blue sapphire, almost the color of his eyes. A pendant to mark her as his alone.

They paused at a wide, curved dark wood reception counter where Morganna signed the confidentiality statement Clint had warned her would be waiting for her. The six-page agreement involved everything but her firstborn child if she dared divulge the activities seen, practiced, or heard of within what they called Diva’s Downstairs, Merlin’s Down Under, or the Roundtable Caverns. As Drage had stated before, he covered his ass well.

With his hand at her back, Clint led her into the plushly carpeted room. Moving with relaxed ease, he guided her across the room to a small group seated at the small end.

Drage Masters leaned back in his chair as he watched their progress, a small smile tilting his sensual lips as her gaze flickered over the men and women gathered there.

Good Lord, there was the senator’s son. Aaron Hawkins. She had long heard rumors of his excessive tastes in sex, but she hadn’t believed them. Beside him, Jayne Smith reclined back in a chair, her exotically tilted eyes following their progress. She wore no collar, which proclaimed her as a Domme rather than a submissive.

Morganna would have much preferred to make her debut here on her own terms, under her own control. Instead . . . She glanced at the women sitting at the feet of their Doms. Jeez, that was going to suck.

She tensed as Clint moved to an empty chair, ignoring the warning flex of his fingers at her back. She wasn’t a moron; she knew what she was supposed to do. Be submissive. She almost sighed at the thought. That was so not her.

“McIntyre.” Drage nodded as Clint took his seat easily, tugging at her hand subtly until she managed to sink down gracefully to the floor at his feet.

With her legs bent, balancing carefully on one hip, she was able to maintain at least a semblance of decency as she did so. She was going to kill Clint when they left here for not warning her what she should expect.

She had expected something similar to the club upstairs. What she found instead was a sanctuary of control. The music was sedate, a soft murmur of classical tunes that throbbed with an undertone of sexual heat. Comfortable seating arrangements were scattered throughout the room, as well as what appeared to be card tables. On the far side was a well-stocked bar, and the waiters and waitresses wore leather and red leather collars with the word “Diva’s” emblazoned into them.

The seating arrangement Clint had chosen was eight chairs grouped around a wide, low table. All the chairs were filled, with only Jayne Smith lacking a female companion at her feet. Instead, a heavily muscled male leaned against her chair, his handsome face filled with amusement as he glanced at Morganna.

This was too unreal. Jayne’s sub was a very well-known member of society. Excessively wealthy, handsome, and considered one of the state’s most sought after bachelors, Todd Harrington wasn’t anyone’s idea of a sub. Yet here he sat, dressed in black leather pants, his muscular chest bare, the black leather band at his neck simple and understated but unmistakable with its small silver looped chain that hung from the side. Rather than a full leash or a gem, Jayne had marked her sub with a small, barely four-inch-long, chain.

Morganna’s attention turned from the sub as she felt Clint’s fingers threading lazily through her hair as he ordered himself a drink, then ordered her a water. Water?

She turned her head and glanced at him from the corner of her eyes. Oh, he was going to pay for that one.

“Good evening, Morganna,” Drage finally greeted her as everyone else continued to watch her.

She turned her head, meeting Drage’s gaze directly.

“Hello, Drage.” She ignored the delicate tensing of Clint’s hands in her hair.

Drage’s lips twitched as he glanced at Clint. “She’s going to be difficult to tame, McIntyre,” he informed Clint.

“Eventually she will be.” Clint’s voice hardened in determination, and though Morganna well understood the act they were involved in, she was suddenly intensely glad it was an act. Because she knew Clint could be a very dangerous man to cross.

“I’m surprised you pulled off making her wear the collar,” an older gentleman across from them commented. “She never wears another’s mark, nor has she allowed a chain to grace her own neck. Congratulations.”

What the hell was she, a trophy? She looked at him through her lashes, memorizing his face. His tone was insulting, his gaze disapproving, as he stared at her.

“I don’t make her do anything, Collins,” Clint stated with an undertone of exasperation. “Morganna is here by choice, as I assume Velvet is.”

Velvet being the twenty-something blonde sitting at the older man’s feet, her head lowered. She was dressed in a black velvet dress that hugged her figure and left little to the imagination. Her breasts were nearly bursting from the too-tight bodice, and the slit running up the thigh stopped just shy of her hip.

“Of course she is; aren’t you, sweet?” He patted the blond head as though she were a favorite pet.

“Of course,” Velvet murmured, her head still lowered.

Morganna placed Collins high on her list of suspects at that point.

Morganna watched the gathering as the discussion moved to county politics, the age-old argument. The waitress brought Clint’s drink, then set Morganna’s water on the low table. She stared at it. Hard.

A second later Clint reached forward and set his drink on the table beside hers. The whiskey sour just called to her. She bit her lip, glancing away before an imp of less than submissive impulses took hold of her.

She reached out, lifted his drink, and took a fortifying sip as she ignored the flicker of amusement in most of the expressions around her. Everyone’s but Collins’.

“Morganna sweetheart, that was mine,” Clint said, an edge of steel in his voice. “I may have to punish you.”

His fingers tightened sensually in her hair. And that just wasn’t fair.

“I’ll remember that,” she answered in reply, barely holding back a smile at the silence that filled the group for a moment.

“So, Jayne, has your little boy toy managed to suppress his fondness for other women?” Collins asked then, turning to Jayne. “He seemed to take particular pleasure in fucking Hawkins’ woman the other night.”

Oh man. Morganna’s gaze flew to Jayne and her “boy toy.” Jayne’s fingers ruffled through his black hair.

“It was quite arousing, wasn’t it?” she said softly. “He has such a way about him. I believe the girl enjoyed it greatly.”

Todd bent his head, kissed Jayne’s leather-covered knee, and winked subtly at Morganna.

“If I remember correctly, he took particular delight in helping Clint last month with that girl from Merlin’s,” Collins piped in as he smirked at Morganna. “Your master enjoys sharing his women, Morganna.”

“He used to enjoy sharing his women perhaps,” she stated calmly. “No longer”

Collins lifted his gaze to Clint. Morganna didn’t bother turning to see the fury blazing in Clint’s eyes; she knew it was there. It was reaffirmed by the slight paling of Collins’ face.

She was also aware of the fact that that the men watching her had suddenly become more intense, their gazes hotter. One in particular, Hawkins, watched her with blistering lust as his hand tightened in his sub’s hair. And as Morganna watched, wide-eyed, the woman moved between his thighs, her fingers obviously loosening his pants.

They wouldn’t.

They did.

Hawkins stared back at her with narrowed eyes as the brunette eased his erection from his trousers and lowered her head.

Morganna jerked her head around, feeling the heat pouring into her face, all too aware of how closely she was being watched. She forced her hand not to tremble as she snagged Clint’s drink again and took a larger, burning drink.

Hawkins was obviously enjoying his lover’s attentions if his quiet murmurs of pleasure were anything to go by. Good Lord, didn’t these people believe in privacy?

Rising to her feet, Morganna ignored Clint’s quiet murmuring of her name as she inhaled deeply and stared back at Jayne.

“Do you have a ladies’ room?” Morganna glanced at the woman sucking intently at Hawkins’ erection. “Or is that for public view as well?”

Jayne looked over at the couple for a long moment before patting her lover on the shoulder and rising to her feet. “Clint?” She turned to Clint.

“I need his permission to visit the ladies’ room?” Morganna was practically burning with embarrassment now. She was going to kill Clint for not warning her.

“With another Domme you do.” Jayne laughed. “But he knows he needn’t worry. As lovely as you are, dear, women aren’t my thing.”

Morganna wasn’t about to comment.

“Come along then.” Jayne indicated a hallway several feet from where Morganna stood. “I need a break myself.”

They moved into the hallway, where Morganna came to another bone-jarring stop. The way was lit by windows, but the view wasn’t of the outside. It was of small rooms stretching down the hall, one window after another, with varying degrees of sexual acts being played out behind the windows.

“I can see Clint followed the letter of his contract with Drage,” Jayne commented as Morganna began to follow her slowly. “Warning you what to expect is expressly forbidden by a member. Until you’re accepted by myself and Drage, you aren’t allowed down this hallway.”

Morganna stopped again, staring through a glass partition with wide eyes. She knew that woman. The TV anchorwoman was bent over and shackled to a bed, her hips raised as a leather-clad man took a paddle to her rear and the woman raised and lowered her hips, working the dildo her lover held inside her with each backward thrust of her hips.

So this was what the confidentiality agreement Morganna had signed when they first entered meant. Sweet mercy.

“The ladies’ room is just down the hall.” Jayne gripped her arm and pulled her forward. “Why the hell are you here, Morganna? You’re obviously not submissive material.”

“Says who?” Morganna questioned her absently as she paused again, swallowing deeply at the sight of another couple. If she had ever been curious about anal sex, she was getting an eyeful now.

The toy Clint had used on her the night before didn’t even compare to the sight of the couple engaging in it on the other side of the glass.

“Come on, Morganna,” Jayne chuckled as she pulled at her arm again. “You can watch later when Clint’s with you. . . .”

Later? With Clint? Good gracious. That very well may not be a very good idea.

Morganna escaped into the ladies’ room, breathing in roughly as she tried to plaster herself to the tiled wall just inside the door.

Jayne had excused herself to return to the main room, and to be honest, Morganna was damned glad of it. She hadn’t expected this. To be honest, she had expected something darker, rougher, and she could have handled that much more easily. Shadowed rooms and pounding music with a few sexual antics in the corners. That wouldn’t have thrown her nerves into a tailspin.

The restrained elegance, controlled lusts, and blatant disregard for the normal rules of sexual privacy were on the verge of freaking her out. Doing something in a shadowed corner or within a large crowd was one thing. The hall of windows into the bedrooms provided for sexual play, and Hawkins’ display while calmly sitting within a discussion group, was another.

She knew the role she was there to play. The defiant submissive unwilling to actually submit. And if she wasn’t mistaken, she had caught sight of the suspect she had been trying to keep an eye on upstairs several nights before in one of those window rooms.

He didn’t appear any nicer to the woman he had facedown on that bed than he had acted upstairs to the uninitiated women dipping their toes into the lifestyle. Morganna was certain Roberto Manuelo was involved with the drugs. He socialized often with the three men who were arrested for dosing the drink last week, and since the arrest he was a shadowy figure rarely seen in the clubs.

The underground clubs Drage ran explained why Manuelo wasn’t seen entering or leaving the main entrance of the building and yet could be glimpsed occasionally on the main floor. The underground private parking would allow him just that sort of entrance as well, but watching it was a hazard. Drage allowed no vehicles to park along the back entrance to the club without permission and it was the only spot to get a proper view of the entrance that led beneath the club.

Shaking her head, Morganna moved to a gleaming porcelain sink and waved her hand beneath the sensor. Warm water sprayed out onto her hands, dampening them before she brought them to her face.

Soft towels were folded to the side, and she shook one out with a snap before drying her face and forcing her equilibrium back where it belonged. Out of her throat. Damn, she never thought she could get so flustered just watching another woman give a blow job. Or another couple having sex. Or anal sex.

Her butt clenched as she braced her hands on the sink and she drew in a deep breath. She had to go back out there.

Oh God. She was not ready for this. She was not this blatant about sex.

Morganna drew in a deep breath, straightened her top, then turned and moved back into the hallway. She was not going to look into those windows.

Four windows down she stopped. Drawing in a deep breath again, she stared into the room, mesmerized by the sight of the couple.

The female half of the duo was tied to the four posts of the bed, spread-eagled and obvious in a world of her own. Between her thighs, her guy was doing some real lip action against her bare pussy. Lips. Tongue. Teeth. He licked, sucked, nibbled, and his lover’s lips moved frantically as she pleaded for release.

Morganna was not a voyeur. This should not be turning her into one.

But it was. She could feel the liquid heat between her thighs as she forced herself to turn away, lower her head, and rush through the hallway. Damn, some things were just wrong. Getting turned on watching a stranger have sex was just so wrong, on so many levels.

As Morganna moved back into the main area, she kept her head down. She wasn’t going to look. She didn’t want to see sex. She didn’t want to think about sex. She wanted to have sex.

As she moved back to Clint he caught her wrist, drawing her to his lap rather than allowing her to sit down once again. She expected to perch on his knees, but when he drew her farther back, lifting her legs over the side of his, she stared back at him in surprise.

He continued his conversation with Drage. Something about a new club Drage was considering? It was hard to keep track of the conversation when Clint’s hand was stroking high on her thigh.

God, she needed a drink.

His free hand pressed her head against his shoulder while his hand stroked over the skirt to her hip.

This was so not fair. She was already so hot she was about to go up in flames. She had never had any defenses where his touch was concerned, and it was disconcerting to realize how easy it would be to lie there, to let him touch her, no matter the eyes watching them.

He was relaxed, comfortable, in this setting. And it was obvious he had done this before. Touched a woman as others watched, caressed her. Made her moan.

Morganna jerked at the sound of the soft whimper of desire that passed her lips.

“Clint, that’s enough.” His hand was moving beneath the edge of her skirt, his fingers caressing in small, mesmerizing circles.

At her words, he paused as his hand tightened in her hair.

“My body,” he murmured softly then. “Remember? To do as I please.”

“This wasn’t the agreement.” No, it was the act.

She tightened as his fingers slipped beneath her skirt.

“No.” Her legs tightened, her senses aware of the eyes watching.

His hand paused again.

Morganna was aware of the sudden silence of the group around them.

His hand tightened in her hair again; then his head lowered and his lips covered hers. And God, he could kiss. His lips dominated hers, his tongue ravished her mouth, and her nerve endings began to flame in need despite the eyes watching.

Morganna curled her fingers into the material of his shirt as she fought her hunger, her arousal. This wasn’t the place. She was his lover, not his toy. In this arena, she would always be a toy. To him. To the men who watched her. And this arena was something Morganna would never submit to. She knew it. Clint knew it. And the enemy knew it.

She jerked back from him, scrambling from his lap as he stared up at her with a dark frown. There were too many eyes watching her. Too much lust whipping around her, inside her. Her own emotions were suddenly frightening, because she knew, to the soles of her feet, that being Clint’s toy might not be so bad. And it might be all she could have, unless miracles occurred and the battle she often saw raging in his eyes stilled to acceptance.

Loving her and accepting it would be two different things with Clint. Whereas to her, they had gone hand in hand all her life.

“I said no,” she repeated softly. “Not here. Not like this.”

She turned on her heel and stalked across the room, back to the elevator and escape. They had discussed this. Gone through the act more than once. But as she stalked away from him, she felt the pervasive little thrill of arousal, the suspicion that perhaps she wouldn’t have made a bad submissive, if Clint had been the one teaching her.

• • •

 

Aoberto watched the couple as he stood in the shadows of the private hallway that led to the window rooms. He had been finishing the little bitch he had leashed several nights before when he saw her in the hallway.

Morganna Chavez. She had witnessed his men spiking the woman’s drink last week and was the reason they now sat in jail, a threat to Diego Fuentes and all he worked for.

Morganna should be dead. If the bastard moving to follow her, his expression enraged, hadn’t interrupted them, then she would have died beneath Roberto’s knife.

He watched them leave, his eyes narrowed, a sneer twisting his lips. McIntyre wasn’t known for allowing a woman to tell him no. He employed every trick he knew to gain his women’s cooperation and sexual submission before turning from them to find another.

But none of them had been Morganna. They had resembled her, but they weren’t her. Clint McIntyre obviously lusted greatly for this woman.

Diego would be very interested in this, Roberto decided. It was something they could use. McIntyre was known for his sexual excesses; the drug would not offend a sense of morality that wasn’t present.

Perhaps it wouldn’t be so hard to get rid of the Chavez girl.

A smile twisted Roberto’s lips as he moved into the reception area and headed for the elevators himself. He must meet with Diego and see exactly how they should handle this development.

Killing two birds with one stone may well please his boss.


 


Chapter 15

 

 

He knew the party was a mistake; thankfully the small gathering hadn’t been too important and Morganna had played her part excellently. Perhaps too well.

She had silently challenged and defied every unwritten rule that governed the Dom(me)/sub lifestyle. And in doing so had every fucking male in the room panting after her. Clint had had to tamp down every possessive instinct he knew to keep from slamming heads together and shoving their eyes back in their heads.

Clint led Morganna into his apartment later that night as he ground his teeth together, fighting to keep his temper.

“That went very well,” Morganna commented as she moved to the side of the room, watching as he made his way through the apartment to check it out carefully. “And Manuelo was there. I’m sure I saw him in the other hallway just before we left.”

Clint wasn’t going to say a damned word. If he did, only God knew what he would say or how he would say it. She made him crazy. How the hell was he supposed to work with her when all he could think about was fucking her? Proving to those jackasses drooling after her exactly who she belonged to.

He stalked into the bedrooms, checked the windows, made sure the clear tape he kept over the seals was still in place. It was. No prints marred it, and the wood around it hadn’t been disturbed.

She didn’t move from her position beside the door until he came back into the main room, his jaw bunching with the effort to keep his mouth shut as she straightened from the wall and arched her brows at him.

A beer. God, he needed a beer. He stomped into the kitchen, jerking the refrigerator door open and pulling one from the interior. He twisted the cap off with a savage motion before tilting it to his lips.

“So, did you get your cock pierced the same time you got the vasectomy, or did you have to wait?”

He snorted his beer, choking on the bitter dregs as the words slammed into his head. The minute he managed to get his breath he leaned his head against the freezer door, grinding against it as his arms hung slack at his sides. God save him.

He had known she wouldn’t be able to hold it in long. He was amazed she had lasted this long.

“The piercing came first. A drunken night in Bangkok with the guys after a mission.” He shook his head as he straightened. “Can I take a drink of this beer now or do you have any other questions?”

Her lips pressed together as she glided into the living room. A flip of her wrist tossed her purse to the nearby chair as she moved to where she could see him more clearly.

“Did Raven know about it?” Morganna’s eyes were narrowed, her chin lifting defiantly as her gaze met his.

“It didn’t exactly come up in conversation,” he assured her. “As far as I know, she’s unaware of it.”

He took a fast draw on the bottle, praying Morganna kept her mouth shut. He needed something stronger; too bad he didn’t keep it on hand.

“Why did you do it?”

“That should be obvious,” he said as he faced her. He felt like a man facing a firing squad.

He watched as she swallowed tightly, not from nerves; there wasn’t a hint of nervousness in her.

“I don’t believe you never wanted children,” she stated fiercely, her expression tight with suspicion. “You’re too good with them.”

“I don’t want any of my own.” He tried to keep his voice calm, casual. Despite the lie. He would have loved to see her carrying his child, her belly ripe with pregnancy. A perfect little form created from what he knew burned inside him for her. And all he could hear was that child’s cries.

“Don’t make me ask why again” she warned him softly. “I’ll start guessing soon, Clint, and you won’t like what I’m coming up with.”

He lifted a single brow easily, forcing mockery to his expression, watching the hurt that flashed across her eyes.

“There’s no mystery, Morganna,” he finally sighed, hating the shadows in her eyes. “I’m rarely home and my job isn’t exactly the safest one going. I don’t want to leave a child of mine an orphan. Condoms aren’t always effective to prevent pregnancy—”

“I hate it when you lie to me,” she said, anger thickening her voice as he stared back at her in surprise. “You know, Clint, I overhead Reno and Dad talking one night, a few months before Mom and Dad were killed.”

He flinched. “Yeah?” He smirked as he lifted the beer again.

Thankfully she gave him time to fortify himself before she continued.

“Reno thought your father was beating you before he died. Was he?”

Clint stared back at her silently. He hadn’t known Reno had suspected. He had thought he kept it hidden so well.

“Every time your father came home and caught your mother out, you would stay ‘sick’ for days. He was beating you, wasn’t he?”

Clint kept his expression bland, his face relaxed. He didn’t grit his teeth; he didn’t let the fury claw at his guts. He couldn’t. Not in front of Morganna.

“Oh God. . . .” Her voice sent a chill up his spine, but her eyes broke his heart. They filled with pain, with tears.

“Don’t you fucking cry,” he suddenly snarled desperately. “You cry and by God I’m putting you on a plane straight to Hawaii. You can crash Reno’s fucking honeymoon with my damned blessings.”

It broke him, those tears. Morganna couldn’t cry. And by God, he would not let her cry over him.

“He was beating you.” Clint watched her fight for control. “That’s why you would spend days in bed. Raven would worry herself sick because you never seemed to run a fever, but you didn’t want to move.”

He couldn’t move. There were times he wondered if the old man had broken bones. Raven, thank God, had been too young to realize exactly what was going on, and Clint’s father had always made certain she wasn’t home when the beatings took place, and the belt marks were never higher than his shoulders or lower than his hips, so she had never seen them. As young as his little sister had been, she had no idea the hell her teenage brother was enduring at the time. And he wouldn’t have had it any other way. He was older by ten years, and at that age he had always feared his father would strike out at the delicate sprite Raven had been if Clint hadn’t been there to take his rage out on.

“I couldn’t figure it out.” Morganna shook her head slowly, her face pale, her eyes like storm clouds, swirling furiously as she stared back at him. “Raven would come to my house when they started fighting, but you stayed. Why? Why didn’t you come to Dad?”

“At what cost?” He set the beer on the table before crossing his arms over his chest and staring back at her. He let the ice that filled him each time he thought of the beatings reflect on his face. “He was Rory’s commander, Morganna. What would your father have done?”

“He was beating you,” she cried furiously. “Dad wouldn’t have stood for it.”

“He didn’t have a choice. And I survived it.”

“Did you?” The bitter mockery in her voice sliced across the shield he used to hold back his own rage. “Did you survive it, Clint? You’re thirty-five years old. You aren’t married, you have no children. You have nothing but an apartment that doesn’t even belong to you. You push Raven as far from you as you can, and you screw women you don’t even like. What does that say for you?”

“I like you,” he pointed out calmly.

He could control this, he assured himself. She would run out of steam soon. He knew Morganna; she blew up like a mini-volcano, then settled down. As long as she didn’t cry, he could get through it without losing his mind.

“You love me.” He flinched at her declaration, watching warily as she moved closer. “You’ve always loved me,” she said. “I bet I know when you got that vasectomy. Let me guess, Clint, the week after I turned twenty. After you walked in on me in the shower while you were visiting.”

He had stood shell-shocked, staring at her wet body, hunger eating him alive. Furious, burning lust had torn through him, and he knew he had nearly lost the battle. And if he had, he wouldn’t have stopped. He would have pushed her against the wall of the shower and fucked her until he spilled himself inside her.

No condom. He always knew that he would never be able to bear a condom between his flesh and hers.

“Let it go, Morganna.”

“Let it go?” she cried out, incredulous.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You loved me and you walked away from me. You did something to ensure you were always, always alone and you ran from me every chance you had. Admit it.”

“I told you years ago you were chasing rainbows,” he yelled back, his control snapping. “Damn you, Morganna, if I wanted you that bad, don’t you think I would have taken you?”

She stepped back, almost stumbling.

He raked his fingers through his hair as he glared into her face. “God, I didn’t mean that,” he finally whispered wearily. “Don’t cry, Morganna. I won’t make it if you cry.”

He moved to her, pulled to her by the pain blazing in her expression, the tears filling her beautiful eyes.

“Look at you, baby. So sweet and innocent, crying over something that wasn’t your fault. That you couldn’t stop. That you can’t stop.” He ran his thumbs beneath her eyes, feeling the dampness that marred them as her breath hitched in her throat. “You’re right. I’ve always wanted you. I’ve wanted you until the want has eaten me alive. Until no matter how many women I had, it wouldn’t ease. Until I thought I’d die if I didn’t touch you just once. Taste you just for a second.”

“Then why?” Her lips trembled as she stared up at him, her eyes darkening with everything he knew she thought she felt for him.

“Because I needed to protect you from myself. Because I’m my father’s son, just as he was his father’s son, and on through the line. Mom was luckier than Dad’s mother was. He didn’t beat her, too. Raven was even luckier. Dad would have died and gone to hell before he hit her.”

“Clint, you’ve let him steal your life,” Morganna cried hoarsely. “Don’t you know you aren’t like your father? God, if you were, you would have beaten me and Raven years ago.”

“You don’t know that. And neither do I,” he told her gently. “Accept what we have, Morganna, for now. That’s all I can do. Don’t ask for things I can’t give you.”

She pushed back from him, painful anger contorting her features as her gaze raked over him. “Your love? Something more than a hot little fuck whenever the urge hits you?” She laughed, the mockery twisting her face held no amusement, though, only the anger, the fury, he had felt so many years himself.

“Morganna, please—”

“You didn’t even say anything.” She slapped at his chest, pushing him back as she whirled away from him. A second later she was in his face again, angrier than ever. “You suffered. You never said anything when you could have, when you could have gotten help. Where the hell was your mother?”

He tried to turn away from Morganna. To keep her from seeing, from knowing. Damn her, she was killing him here.

“Oh my God. She knew,” Morganna whispered, horrified, her hands reaching out for him. “She knew.”

Her fingers trembled as they touched his face, his neck, then moved to his chest. She touched him as though afraid he would break, as though afraid she would hurt him anew.

“Morganna . . . it’s over.” It didn’t hurt him anymore; he refused to let it hurt now.

Her tears fell. “Oh God, how could she let him?”

Clint had to stop her. He couldn’t let her cry like this. He wouldn’t allow it. Not over him. Not for him. He had spent too many years protecting her to allow this to happen now.

Clint jerked her into his arms, his fingers tangling in her hair, pulling her head back to cover her lips with his own. She tasted of sweet passion and salty tears. Her lips parted beneath his, her hands pulling at his shirt, popping buttons, touching heated flesh.

“Don’t cry, baby,” he whispered against her lips. “It’s all over, Morganna. See? I’m fine.”

He shrugged his shirt off, allowing her hands to whisper over his torso, the soft pads of her fingers glancing his hard, flat nipples. God, she felt good. Like an angel touching him, all silken fire and sweet passion as she made him burn.

“You’re not fine.” She stared up at him, her eyes misty, cloudy with sadness. “And you never will be, until you let yourself love. Don’t you see that?”

He couldn’t afford to love her. For both their sakes, he had to protect her. No one had won; they had all lost. Clint had realized that years ago. That didn’t mean she was going to keep the upper hand on him. And it sure as hell didn’t mean she was allowed to cry for him. He had spent too many years keeping the tears out of her pretty gray eyes to allow them to fall now.

“Come here, baby.” He lifted her into his arms, ignoring her little gasp as he strode quickly into the bedroom and to the large bed he had dreamed of seeing her in. He was going to have some set ground rules. He was going to have to get control of her before she sent him into cardiac arrest. “I’ll show you just how ‘fine’ I really am.”

Morganna stared up at Clint as he laid her carefully in the center of the big bed and proceeded to strip her of her clothes, leaving her clad only in the black fishnet stockings.

She knew what he was doing. Knew he was playing her need for him, his need for her, avoiding the truth at all costs. It just wasn’t the time to tell him just how full of crap this whole deal was. He was running scared and she knew it. Not because of his parents, not because he was afraid he was like his father; Clint was running because sometimes being alone was a hell of a lot easier than taking that final risk.

“Damn, you’re beautiful.” He straightened from the bed, staring down at her, his midnight eyes glowing with hunger as he pulled his boots and socks from his feet.

Her mouth watered as his long fingers moved to the clasp of his belt, working it free before loosening the waist and drawing the material down his legs. When he straightened, his cock stood out stiff and hard from his body, the wink of gold that pierced it flashing beneath the darkly flushed crest.

Morganna came to her knees then, casting him a hungry look from beneath her lashes as she crawled to him, licking her lips in anticipation. She wanted to taste him again, feel him throbbing between her lips, filling her mouth as she held his big body prisoner with a flick of her tongue.

“You wish.” He caught her before she could touch him, flipping her to her back once again as he came over her.

“That’s not fair,” she panted, struggling against him as his muscular legs trapped hers between them, his hands catching her wrists and stretching them above her head.

She watched his face, saw the heat and hunger, and gloried in it. He was arrogant, totally dominant, and all hers, whether he liked it or not.

“This is my bed,” he murmured, his lips quirking with an inherent dominant sexiness that had her nerve endings sizzling.

“So what?”

Her eyes widened at the feel of cool silk and metal snapping around her wrists. She twisted, staring in surprise at the length of chain coming from the headboard and the padded cuffs now imprisoning her wrists.

“So we play by my rules.”

Morganna shivered as he pulled his gaze from hers and let it travel over her body. Her upthrust breasts, the flushed mound of her sex, her legs, still encased in the fishnet stockings.

“It’s time to set some rules in place.” He sighed as his eyes met hers once again and he shook his head as though in chastisement. “You were very naughty today, Morganna.”

Okay, that shouldn’t turn her on. It sure as hell shouldn’t have her womb clenching, knotting like a fist as pleasure rocked through her body.

“I’m always naughty,” she informed him, tugging at the cuffs as she stared back at him suspiciously. “It’s part of my nature. And this is not gaining you brownie points, Clint. I’m already upset with you.”

“You stay upset with me, Morganna,” he said as he cupped the breast nearest to him, his thumb flicking over the hard peaks, catching the little gold rings there and tugging at them as heated pleasure rushed from the tips.

Her breath caught in her throat. She was not going to get turned on over this “Me Dom, you sub” stuff, she assured herself. But she could not help but admit she was so turned on, so wet and close to orgasm, that it would take very little to set her off. Swirls of sensation pulsed from her nipple to her vagina, breathtaking jumps of electric hot pleasure that had her eyes threatening to close weakly.

“This is no way . . . ,” she gasped as his fingers moved to her other breast, tweaking at the nipple there. “No way to soothe my anger, Clint.”

“Who says I want to soothe it, sugar?” he asked, his voice impossibly gentle despite the fire burning in his eyes. “Maybe I want to see it burn hotter, brighter. Maybe your anger turns me on.”

That she didn’t doubt.

“It’s just the challenge.” She tried to control her breathing, but it was a hopeless battle. “You’re a control freak, Clint. You can’t control me.”

“Bet me?”

Oh hell. She moaned at the excitement churning through her now.

“Clint, sex is supposed to be a participation thing.” She was fighting to breathe, and thinking was quickly giving way to feeling as his fingers began to trail down her belly.

“Hmm. You get to participate, baby.” His smile wasn’t comforting; it was frankly sexual. “In plenty of ways.” His fingers gripped the small gold ring at her belly button.

She stared up at him, seeing the savage features of his face as they planed out, tightened with the hunger that glittered in his eyes. His lips were full, mobile, eatable. God, she needed his kiss, his touch.

Her hips arched from the mattress as he pushed her legs apart, his hands smoothing up the threads of her stockings.

“I’m going to fuck you until you beg for mercy,” he growled. “Until you’re sweating, reaching, certain release is but a second away. And then I’m going to turn you over, baby, pet that pretty little ass, then show you just how good it can hurt.”

She shuddered, feeling her juices spill from between her thighs as she stared back at him, wide-eyed, maybe a little shocked. But definitely aroused. Too aroused.

“Oh God . . .” Her eyes fluttered closed as she felt his fingers slide through the saturated folds of her pussy, felt her clit swelling, her womb clenching. “Don’t you torture me, Clint. I’ll get you back; you know I will.”

His finger pressed against her clit, rotated, and she swore she saw stars.

“It’s not nice to threaten your Dom, baby,” he growled before his fingers slid down again, then moved slowly inside her.

One. A smooth achingly slow thrust that had her fighting to breathe. He retreated seconds later, only to return with two fingers, stretching her, making her ache for more.

“So sweet and tight,” he whispered, kneeling in between her thighs, his cock jutting out heavily, the head almost a ruby red as it throbbed only inches from her desperate, willing flesh.

“Okay, I’ll beg.” She arched to him, only to have him retreat. “Dammit, Clint, this isn’t fair. I’m a novice, remember? You’re supposed to go easy on me. Fuck me, damn you.”

“Soon.” His fingers worked inside her again as his hand twisted, pulling a ragged groan from her chest. A second later it was a cry as his thumb raked her clit.

This was too good. A person could die of pleasure, couldn’t she?

“Damn, you’re wet, baby.” His fingers slid free again. “Hot and sweet and wet. I think you’re ready for me.”

“Duh!” she snapped in reply, jerking at the cuffs. “God, Clint, let me go. Please let me touch you.”

“Watch, Morganna,” he crooned as he came closer, his hard hands lifting her hips high before he shoved a pillow beneath them, then another.

She was lifted to him, open, level with the thick length of his cock as the swollen head nudged against the folds of her intimate flesh.

Morganna was panting for air, desperate for oxygen as she felt the hard flesh begin to part her, pushing inside her. Clint’s hands tightened on her hips as she watched him begin to slide inside her with slow, careful strokes. The hard wedge of flesh slid easily against her, stretched her until she burned.

“More.” Her voice was strangled as her eyes rose to his. “Please. Please, Clint, more. I need more.”

“Are you begging, Morganna?” His eyes were narrowed on her.

“Yes. Yes. I’m begging. Please.” She would do whatever he wanted. Just one hard thrust. That was all she needed.

“How bad do you need it, baby?” His hands slid to her thighs as he rocked against her, pressing farther into her, sending her senses spinning.

“Bad enough to beg, damn you,” she cried out, desperate now.

“Bad enough to stand by my side at those fucking parties?” A short, hard thrust had her head spinning. She needed more. Just a little bit more.

“Yes! I’ll stay with you. I’ll fetch your damned drinks; I’ll simper like melted butter. Just fuck me!”

One hard long thrust filled her to overflowing. She could feel every throbbing vein, every hard, thick inch, as she writhed beneath him, her body tightening, shuddering with the effort to come.

“I promise,” she panted, fighting his hold on her hips. “Please, Clint.”

He came over her, hard, fierce, his hips moving hard and fast. She should have exploded. She could feel it, building, burning, the need to come raging through her as his cock stroked, plunged, working inside her with thick hot strokes. Uneven strokes. She could feel the sweat pouring from her body, the need racing across her nerve endings, tingling along her spine until she was screaming in need.

Only to have him stop. Her eyes snapped open as he pulled free before quickly turning her to her stomach.

“Clint,” she cried out weakly as her hands clenched around the small chain, her hair tangling around her face. “Please. Please don’t tease me like this. I promised. You heard me.”

His hand landed on her ass, lightly. A soft little sting, controlled, heated. It wasn’t a full slap, not even a smack. But it didn’t stop. The hard pats delivered a soft burn, over and over again, until the fiery pleasure blooming in her rear spread to her clit. It pulsed, throbbed, pleaded, and demanded.

“Now, for this sweet little rear.” His hand smoothed over the hot flesh. “Are you ready for me, baby?”

She was panting, gasping for air, and he expected her to talk?

“Answer me, Morganna, or I’ll think you don’t want me.”

“Yes. Yes.” The sound was harsh, hoarse.

“Good girl,” he crooned, pulling his hands back.

A second later, he was working the cooling lubrication inside her. Morganna arched back to him as the single finger began to prepare her. It was easy, no burn, no bite. She had to grit her teeth to keep from begging for more.

Then there was more, another finger added to the first, scissoring inside her desperate channel as he worked more, then more of the lubrication inside her.

“So sweet and tight,” he groaned as she felt him moving closer to her. “You’re allowed to scream for me, Morganna,” he whispered at her ear as his cock began to press inside the prepared entrance. “Just as loud as you need to.”


 


Chapter 16

 

 

The feel of him taking her, possessing her in one of the most forbidden, intimate ways imaginable, sent Morganna’s senses reeling. She had fantasized about it, dreamed about it. There wasn’t a sex act she knew of that she hadn’t imagined Clint participating in with her. But this one, it defied her perceptions of pleasure and pain. It wiped any preconceived notions of acceptance from her mind and replaced them with this.

The feel of him stretching her, slowly easing into her an inch at a time, rasping over nerve endings she couldn’t have known she possessed. Even after the experience with the sexual toy that first night, she couldn’t have imagined this pleasure. This was blinding, furious arousal. Building. Overtaking her.

Eyes wide, her vision filled with the dark wood of the headboard and the slender chain that held her hands cuffed in place, Morganna fought to hold on to her sanity.

Heat built beneath her flesh, white-hot electrical fingers of sensations whipping from nerve ending to nerve ending as a low, keening moan left her lips.

“Stop fighting me, baby.” His lips were at her ear, his voice a hard growl as one hand gripped her hip to hold her in place. “Push out; relax for me, Morganna. You can take me. Every inch, sweetheart.” His breathing was as hard, as ragged as hers as he slipped inside more, stretching her until she was certain she couldn’t take more, yet she did. Loving it, burning with it.

“Are you mine?”

Her hips jerked at his question, at the black velvet hunger that it reflected. Only here, only within the hunger and arousal he couldn’t deny, did she glimpse the needs that raged beneath the surface of his determination to remain alone.

“Are you . . . mine?” She repeated his question back to him, barely able to speak, but unable to hold back her own needs, her own desires.

His hips jerked as his cock pulsed inside her, flaying her tender nerve endings with blinding pleasure as he sank farther inside her, driving in those last inches with a desperate, involuntary thrust.

“Sweet God. Morganna. Sweetheart.” His head lay beside hers, his big body shuddering above her as she writhed beneath him. “Don’t fight. . . .” His hands were clenching and unclenching at her shoulder and hip as his voice became a harsh, primal growl. “Ah, baby. Don’t fight it. . . .”

Morganna heard her own cries echoing around her as liquid heat raced up her spine, sizzling at the base of her skull before surging through her bloodstream. Pleasure tore through her body, sending her senses careening with ecstasy as the blend of fiery heat and exquisite pleasure tore through her womb.

Her hips bucked, driving him deeper, causing a groan to tear from his throat as he began to move. Deep, hard strokes. He wasn’t gentle, but she didn’t want gentle. She didn’t need gentle. Arousal was like a demon clawing at her, throwing her higher, further into the excessive sensations ripping around her. She needed more. She needed all of him.

Tilting her hips, she used her internal muscles to grip his thrusting shaft, to caress him, to hold him to her as he drove inside her.

“Oh yes. There. Sweet baby . . .” His voice was a hard rasp at her ear as she tightened further around him, fighting for orgasm.

He held satisfaction just out of reach, pushing inside her over and over again, his moans, his pleasure echoing at her ear as the hunger spiraled out of control.

“Please. Clint . . . I need . . .” She could feel perspiration building between them, sealing them together as he drove inside her.

“Are you mine? Answer me, Morganna. . . .” His deep voice was desperate, agonized.

Her chest clenched with the pain in his voice, the hunger and need he only loosed when the limits of his own control had been breached. And his limits had been breached.

Morganna arched beneath him, lifting closer, tilting her hips, and pushing her buttocks closer to the stalk of heated flesh pushing into her.

“Answer me. . . .” He was close; she could feel the hard, fierce throb of his flesh inside her, the hunger that beat beneath the silk-covered steel.

“Answer me now. . . .” His hand moved from her hips, tunneling beneath her body, his fingers rasping over the swollen bud of her clitoris.

“You . . . answer me. . . .” She tossed her head, fighting to hold on to her last measure of common sense. She was so close to giving in to him, to giving him what he needed, forgetting what she needed.

His thrusts became harder, delving past delicate tissue, stretching it to reveal hidden nerve endings, stroking them, sending brilliant bursts of light to explode at the edge of her vision as her orgasm grew closer.

His fingers rubbed around her clit, stimulating the already violently sensitive bundle of nerves as he pushed her past the brink of hunger into desperation, greed. If she didn’t come she was going to die. She was going to explode; she would never hold on to the last measure of her heart if he succeeded.

“Be mine, Morganna,” he groaned, his voice rough. “Sweet Morganna. . .”

She screamed as his fingers trapped her clit, milked the engorged flesh.

“Answer me!” he snarled, his hips moving faster, his breathing harsh. “Now. Tell me, Morganna. Sweet God, tell me. . . .”

“Yes!” she screamed out her answer. “As much yours as you are mine.”

His fingers firmed. His strokes gained in depth and in rhythm. Smooth, hard strokes as his hand moved farther between her thighs, two hard fingers fucking into her pussy as the pad of his palm rasped her clit and the thick, hard intrusion in her anus began to swell, to throb.

Release came as a cataclysm that tore through her senses. Aided by the deep, heated jets of his semen spurting into her and the rough growls of desperate male satisfaction against her ear.

Pleasure consumed her entire body, whipped through nerve endings and cells, threw her past sanity and reality, and flung her into a realm of ecstasy she couldn’t have believed possible. One she knew she would never know again without Clint.

 

He was reborn in her. Clint fought to find his breath, to find control that had been lost the minute he sank inside the heated depths of Morganna. The ultimate intimacy, the ultimate trust. And he was lost in her.

She was lax beneath him as he slowly withdrew from her, collapsing beside her as he struggled to breathe. His lungs labored to adjust to the sensations racing through his body—fuck that, his soul. She was touching him. Each time he touched her, each time he took her, she came away with another part of his spirit.

“This is dangerous,” he panted, facedown on the bed, boneless, so weak he couldn’t lift his middle finger if they were attacked at that moment.

“No, it’s not,” she muttered. “I’m dead already.”

A grunt of laughter pulsed from him, unbidden, involuntary. She could do that to him, make him laugh whether he wanted to or not.

“We’re going to kill each other at this rate.” He lifted his arm lazily, activating the mechanism that released the cuffs at her wrists. The rattle of the chain against the headboard assured him she was free. But she didn’t move.

His hand touched her shoulder, smoothed back to her raised hips. Her skin was like silk, heated silk.

“We need to take a shower.” He forced himself to speak when he wanted nothing more than to sleep.

Morganna’s irritated little mumble had a smile quirking at his lips.

“Come on, sugar girl.” He forced himself to sit up, staring down at her with a little smile as she rolled from the pillows that had lifted her hips to him. “We’ll shower and sleep.”

“I’m hungry,” she grumbled. “You have to feed me.”

She rolled to her back, staring up at him with smoky eyes, her expression languid, sated.

“We’ll order pizza.”

“I want Chinese.” A little frown probed at her brow.

He had an odd desire to roll his eyes at her.

“Fine. I’ll order myself pizza and you Chinese.” He shrugged as he stood up beside the bed.

“I might want a piece of pizza, too.” A smile quirked at her swollen lips.

“Minx.” He pulled her from the bed, swatting at her very delectable rear as she padded past him. “Shower. We’ll argue food later.”

“I don’t argue,” she murmured as she glanced at him over her shoulder, a provocative little wink making his cock twitch. “I win.”


 


Chapter 17

 

 

How did she do it? She should have been angry, furious with him. He had forced acknowledgment that she belonged to him without giving anything in return. Without giving her what he knew himself. That he did belong to her. But she wasn’t angry. She was . . . herself. Giving. Confident. A complete enigma to him.

It didn’t matter how many different ways he asserted his hold on Morganna or how many times she submitted to his touch and his hunger; Clint found himself more owned than owning. And he’d be damned if she acted like a submissive. The only problem with that was the fact that instead of dulling his needs, her defiance kept him challenged, kept him hungry.

She kept him, period. He couldn’t remember a time in his sexual life that a woman had sustained his interest past the first few days. Of course, he should have been prepared for it. Morganna had been his greatest sexual fantasy for more years than he was comfortable admitting to. She held a part of him no other woman ever had, and that terrified the shit out of him. That fear of her hold over him was only growing. How was he supposed to walk away later when each day her hold on him only grew stronger?

“Mmm, want a bite?”

He stared down at her, where she reclined against his back, wearing nothing but one of his T-shirts, as she lifted a bit of her Moo Goo Gai Pan to her shoulders and stared back at him.

“It’s really good.” She waggled her brows comically as he leaned forward and took the bite of chicken and mushroom that she held out to him.

So close, her eyes seemed to be filled with small starlights, glittering, gleaming, within a dark gray velvet backdrop. A small smile tugged at her lips and he knew the emotion he saw in her eyes. The very same emotion he had hidden from for ten long years.

“Very good,” he agreed before leaning back and enjoying the feel of her resting against his naked chest.

She was soft, relaxed. The overabundance of silken waves that fell from her head flowed over one of his arms and reminded him of the warmth he had dreamed of whenever he dreamed of her.

“Reno hates Chinese food,” she said as she went back to the carton of food. “Steak and potatoes all the way for my brother.”

Clint played with a curl of hair as he thought of all the times he and Reno had dreamed of a potato, let alone the steak, on some of the hair-raising missions they had been sent on. Missions on which the thought of a steak urged Reno home and the thought of Morganna urged Clint back.

“ ’Nother bite?” She lifted the chopsticks and he leaned forward, taking it slowly.

He should be running like hell and he knew it. He should jump out of the bed, dress, and get drunk enough to ignore the fever raging in his blood. And he would, if he weren’t so damned relaxed. If every bone and muscle he possessed weren’t just comfortable where they were. Supporting the bundle of dynamite that lounged languorously against him.

“Why did you go into law enforcement, Morganna?” Clint was almost surprised as the question slid past his lips.

The chopsticks paused above the carton as he felt her take a deep breath.

“I wanted to make a difference, too,” she said quietly. “I hated secretarial work. Waitressing sucked. Law enforcement was there. And it taught me how to beat up on big, muscley guys.” She shot him a smile over her shoulder.

“Reno’s not going to be happy when he finds out. If Raven had done something like that without telling me, I would have been madder than hell.” Or would he? Somehow, he wasn’t so certain.

“No. You would have been hurt,” she said with a thread of regret. “And he might be hurt. But I couldn’t take the chance that he would pull me out of it. Or that you would.”

And he would have; there was no doubt.

“I think of you sometimes when we’re on a mission,” he said, his brain seemingly disconnected from his common sense. “I think of you safe and warm, your eyes bright because you’re mad at me, or because you’re wanting me. I wouldn’t have pulled you out because I was pissed. I would have done it because the thought of you hurt . . . upsets me.”

The thought of her hurt destroyed him.

Silence filled the bedroom for long moments. The lights were low, the food scattered around the heavy wooden tray they had placed it on at Morganna’s side.

“I can’t be a pretty little doll that you and Reno take down from the shelf to admire or pick at when you have time to come home,” she said, though there was no heat, no ire, in her tone. “The house is dark and empty, and now that Raven’s married and she and Reno are trying to start a family, her time is limited as well. I need a life, Clint.”

“You could have married. Had babies.” He had voiced the same argument once before, while they were fighting, while they were hurting.

“The man sleeping in my bed wouldn’t have been you. The babies on my hip wouldn’t have been yours.” She shrugged easily. “You shouldn’t marry and have children if you can’t commit all of yourself to that family. I couldn’t do that with another man.”

She made his chest tight, made his throat sting with the lump of emotion threatening to strangle him.

“I never wanted to hurt you,” he finally said. “That’s why I stayed away, Morganna. That’s why I was cruel, why I tried to make you hate me. I don’t want you to cry over me.”

“Eh, hell, Clint, it’s too late for that.” Her laughter was easy, if tinted with regret. “We take one day at a time, right? When you have to leave, I promise I won’t cry.”

She turned her head to stare back at him as he watched her in confusion.

“At least not while I’m looking?” he asked as he let his fingertips run down her cheek.

Her eyes sparkled with a glimmer of laughter. And how the hell she could be happy right now, he didn’t know. But she was, and, he admitted, he was as well. Right here, with her in his arms.

“Yeah.” She finally nodded. “Not while you’re looking.”

She turned back then, digging into her food with gusto as he lifted his beer from the bedside table and drank from it.

“Here. This is good.” She lifted a spring roll dipped in duck sauce and leaned forward for a bite.

“I didn’t really care much for the Academy,” she said then. “I’ve enjoyed working with Joe, though. And I spent a few months in intelligence gathering here in Atlanta. Processing the information that came in from the agents and fitting it with reports from informants and so forth.”

“So why did you take this assignment?” He couldn’t believe he had placed so much distance between them that he hadn’t even known what she was doing.

He had suspected for years she was up to something he wouldn’t like, but to investigate, to delve into it, meant getting involved. Getting involved meant this. While they ate in his bed, Morganna curled against his chest, sinking further into his soul.

“Because I was the only one in place for what they needed. And it mattered,” she whispered. “What they’re doing to those women . . . Women I socialized with, that I had laughed with. It was too much.”

Morganna shook her head with a jerky movement.

Clint tightened his arms around her waist and rested his chin atop her head. “When we lost Nathan, that’s how Reno and I felt. Like a part of us had been wounded. No more fake Irish brogues, or practical jokes. No more crowing over the woman that loved him or the life he was going home to.” He closed his eyes against the memory.

“That’s how I felt.” She curled closer in his arms. “I needed to do something to make it better.”

Yeah, that was his Morganna, always fighting someone else’s battles.

“If something happened to you, a part of me would die,” he admitted. “If you were gone, Morganna, what would I have to fight for?”

She stilled in his arms then.

“Raven. The children she’ll have.” She breathed out roughly. “I don’t ask you to quit, Clint. I know you can’t quit. It’s not a part of you. You’re a warrior, and I love all of you, especially the warrior. But I’m not a baby, and I won’t stand by and watch you kill yourself alone, because you’re too stubborn to love, or to accept love. When this is over, maybe we both have some hard decisions to make. Because I won’t go full circle. If you walk away from me, from what we have, then I’ll go on. And I won’t wait any longer for a man who so obviously loves being miserable more than he loves me.”

He frowned down at her, knowing he should be angry, he should be arguing. But her hand was smoothing over his chest with a gentle caress and she was staring up at him with those velvet eyes shining with love.

“So you’ll just walk off and find someone else?” he asked with a frown.

“The biggest, meanest, thickest-muscled redneck in the South,” she assured him. “Then I’ll cry and tell him how mean you were to me and watch him kick your butt.”

He laughed. He couldn’t help it. She actually looked serious. Staring up at him with that fierce look, her pert little nose wrinkled just the slightest and her lips held in a firm line. Though he was certain there was a hint of a smile there.

“Might as well get a cat while you’re at it.” He smirked. “You know how much I like cats.”

And he did. He loved cats. He’d just never owned one. Unfortunately, most cats really seemed to dislike him.

“I’ll get a mean cat,” she assured him, and yes, that was definitely a smile tugging at her lips and sparkling in her eyes. “And he’ll have really sharp claws. He’ll scratch you for being mean to me, Clint.”

He chuckled at the threat. If he wasn’t mistaken, she had made the same threat when she was eleven and her parents wouldn’t allow her to go with him and Reno when they went out one night while home on leave.

She had cried then. Tears running from her eyes as she swore it wasn’t fair that she didn’t get to see them long enough.

And they had stayed home until she had gone to bed. If he wasn’t mistaken, two tough twenty-year-old Special Forces recruits had sat for nearly three hours and played Monopoly with her and Raven.

He shook his head at Morganna as he reached for his beer, only to have her lift it from his hands and bring it to her lips. And he swore it was the damnedest sight in the world, her lips touching the rim as she tilted the bottle back and drank from it.

“Your beer tastes better than mine,” she whispered as she then placed it at his lips. “Taste it and see.”

And he did. And it did. He could taste Morganna. Sunlight and heat filling his senses until he knew he would never be the same again.

He took the bottle from her and set it back on the table before lifting the tray and pushing it beside the beer. So he could tumble her to the mattress. So his lips could fit over hers and he could taste more of her.

Sweet and addictive, spicy and electric, the feel of her lips beneath his, her tongue stroking over his, tore through him in ways he couldn’t bear to acknowledge. Hands as soft as silk caressed his shoulders, his back. Delicate little nails pricked at his flesh; a soft female moan washed over his senses.

There were no words. There was no need for them. As he consumed her kiss, he was consumed in return. As he pushed between her thighs, they parted for him; her legs lifted and clasped his hips in the most intimate of embraces.

She was still snug. Her sweet pussy was tight, hot, and he had to work for what he needed, the full clasp of snug, satin muscles rippling over the full length of his cock.

Short, gentle thrusts worked his flesh inside hers. His hands caressed her and he was caressed in turn until he was seated fully inside her, his senses exploding with pleasure as he began to rock against her.

This was what he fought for, what he dreamed of and ached for: Morganna in his arms, her breathless moans breaking free of their kiss as she arched, tightened, and exploded around him.

And as she milked his cock he followed her. His thrusts lengthened, grew faster, until a shattered cry tore from his lips and his release spilled inside her.

She was his and his soul acknowledged it, even if his mind couldn’t.


 


Chapter 18

 

 

The next night Clint sat sprawled in the leather comfort of his host’s living-room couch, his expression carefully bland as he watched the crowd milling about the huge room. The mansion sat on the outskirts of the city, a two-story monstrosity of glass and stone that had always somehow offended his tastes. Though he got along well with its owner.

Trina Blake was an oddity. A Dominatrix with a cruel streak, as well as a record a mile long. Her sexual tastes ran to women rather than men, especially small, willful women. And her gaze was currently tracking Morganna.

His Morganna. The possessiveness rising inside him had the power to bring a measure of fear to his heart. She was changing him and he wasn’t certain how he would survive the outcome.

“Forget it, Trina.” Clint lifted his drink to his lips, sipping at it as he spoke to the black-haired Cuban-American.

“She’s exquisite,” she murmured, her maroon lips curling into a smile as she shifted on her chair, her hands playing indolently with the long, coarse strands of her black hair. “I was actually ready to go after her myself when I heard you had carried her from the bar, for the second time.” She cast him a mocking glance from black eyes before, oddly, checking the diamond-studded watch on her wrist. “Though she doesn’t appear as submissive as I know you like them, Clint.”

He turned his gaze back to Morganna. Her back was to him as she sat with several other guests, not all of whom were part of the lifestyle. Where the other submissives were catering to their Doms’ needs, Morganna was socializing. Playing her part to the hilt and driving him insane.

“You have no idea what my likes or dislikes are, Trina,” he said, pulling his gaze back from Morganna and the small crowd growing around her. She was like a flame, incandescent, fragile.

“I know your women normally hover about you, closer than any others,” she drawled maliciously. “That one will bow to no one willingly, Clint.”

He grimaced in irritation. No shit.

But he was catching the undercurrents to the conversation. He had known that if Fuentes’ drug was involved in this, then the chances of Trina’s involvement were high. She had been part of the drug network two years before and had been girlhood friends with Carmelita Fuentes, the viperous bitch who had run Fuentes’ cartel at Diego’s side with a bloody hand.

“She’ll heel.” He kept his response clipped. Morganna was playing her role perfectly. And why wouldn’t she? he thought with a spurt of inner amusement; defying the rules came so naturally to her.

“Masters members have been watching her quite closely,” Trina murmured. “I was so hoping she would apply for sponsorship. There’s no way she would have heeled to any of the Doms, which would have put her on auction. I would have made certain of it.” She glanced at her watch again, a slight frown furrowing her brow.

“Leave it alone, Trina,” he growled.

“If you’re sponsoring her, you can put her up for auction, Clint.”

“She didn’t apply for sponsorship, Trina,” he snorted.

“Have you signed an agreement with her?” Her brows lifted questioningly as a hint of amazement showed in her gaze.

Clint didn’t bring women to the parties; he picked up women at the parties. He had never shown a willingness to participate in the sort of relationships that existed just under the surface of the atmosphere he partied within.

“No agreement,” he admitted, glancing at Morganna again.

Damn her. That skirt molded over her ass perfectly, reminding him of the silky feel of it and the feel of his cock sinking slowly within it. He didn’t fight the lust he knew was reflected on his face. Trina would read it. She would process it. . . .

Her chuckle grated on his nerves.

“She is the real one,” she said then, drawing his gaze back to her as she tilted her head, watching him with a hint of regret.

“Excuse me?” He narrowed his eyes as he rotated his wrist, swirling his drink in his glass, allowing the ice to clink against the sides.

“Every woman you’ve had since I’ve known you has resembled her. But she’s not the imitation; she’s the one you’ve always wanted. I’m not the only one who has recognized that.”

“What’s your point, Trina?” He was aware of the fact that every woman he had bedded for years had reminded him of Morganna. It was the only way to stay away from her, to diffuse the hunger eating at him. He just wasn’t aware that anyone else had figured it out.

Catlike calculation filled Trina’s angular face as she lowered her chin and watched him through veiled lashes.

“I like you, Clint,” she said then, her voice low as she swept the area with her gaze. “Perhaps a bit too much.”

That one was a surprise.

“Would you like to clarify, Trina?”

“She has made enemies. Powerful enemies, my friend. Just as you have.”

Shit. He tensed at the undertone of her voice.

“When?”

“You know when. And if you’re smart, you now know who. Diego isn’t dead, Clint.” She stood carefully to her feet, leaning closer as irritation flashed in her eyes. “You have five minutes,” she whispered. “It’s all the head start I can give you. Get out of here, and get your woman out of here, before it’s too late.”

Fuentes wasn’t dead. It should have been a shock, but it wasn’t. Clint had never been satisfied with the information that had come through, that the charred remains of Diego Fuentes’ body had been found within the hacienda that had burned to the ground that night.

Fuentes would not have gone into that burning building for any reason, and Clint knew he hadn’t been trapped inside it when it began burning. Fuentes was behind the drug, and Morganna had stepped in his path when she had witnessed the dealers spiking that woman’s drink.

“We’re out of here.” Clint leaned close to Morganna’s ear, whispering the words as his hand tunneled under her hair to the opposite ear and slipped her receiver free.

She was better than he gave her credit for. She didn’t argue. She turned to him with a graceful smile, though her gray eyes had darkened, sharpened. She turned with him, moving easily at his side as he curved an arm around her waist and led her quickly through the house and into the darkened kitchen.

As they entered the tiled room she paused only long enough to slip free of her high heels before they headed quickly to the back door.

Pulling the revolver from the small of his back, he was aware of Morganna slipping the snub-nosed pistol from her purse. There was just something wrong about her carrying, he thought distantly as his eyes narrowed, probing the dark shadows beyond the French doors.

“Stay behind me.” He eased the door open, ignoring her soft snort.

“Don’t worry, baby; I have your back.” Her voice was calm, though the thread of amusement had the corner of his lips kicking up in a grin as he led her onto the deck and they worked their way to the ground.

Nothing moved; nothing breathed. The hairs along his nape were tingling with warning, though. They had to hurry. Gripping her free wrist, he pulled her through the shadows toward the front drive as he dropped both their receivers to the ground.

Forget the valet parking. Despite Morganna’s grumblings earlier, he had parked close to the exit drive directly in front of the thick brush that bordered the property. He led her into the brush then, aware of her stocking-covered feet and cursing his own ignorance in not thinking of this.

He hadn’t expected it to come this soon, he admitted. He hadn’t expected them to move so fast. Though he should have. He had just hoped the intel they had received that Diego Fuentes was dead had been correct. He had also hoped his suspicions against Merino’s team had been wrong. He had messed up, he admitted. He should have dragged Morganna out of town the first night he’d found her.

She stayed silent as they worked their way to the truck. She moved behind him easily, her breathing steady, following the guidance of his hand on her wrist until they paused in the dark shadows in front of the pickup.

The driveway was well lit closer to the house, but this far down the bright lights were dimmer, the shadows cast by the other vehicles making the truck harder to see.

“Stay put,” he whispered as they paused beneath the thick weeping willow branches. “When I give you the go-ahead, stay low and get your ass to the truck.”

“Got it.” She crouched beside him, and when he glanced back at her, he didn’t see fear or excitement. He saw determination.

Gripping the revolver in his hand, he slid from beneath the tree and made his way to the truck. He had seen the black sedan that pulled in front of the house as they neared his truck; he was betting Diego’s assassins were already figuring out something was up.

Bending close to the truck, he checked the length of Scotch tape he had placed over the front of the hood. It was still in place. Then he made a quick survey of the undercarriage, checking for surprise packages that would blow them to hell and back.

Moving quickly, he pulled the keys free of his pocket and eased open the driver’s side door before motioning her to him.

Pulling back, he helped her into the truck before jumping in behind her, shoving the key into the ignition, and praying before giving it a quick turn.

The engine turned over with a smooth hum. Throwing it into reverse, Clint pulled from the parking spot as he saw the two men rushing from the front of Trina’s house.

“Hang on.” He shoved the vehicle into drive before accelerating quickly from the parking lot.

“Only Joe’s team knew where we were?” Morganna was turned, staring behind them, as he raced back toward town.

She was quick; he had to give her credit for that.

“Yes. They were the only ones.”

“Could someone have had time to call from the party?”

“They would have.” He nodded. “But it was pre-planned. I was tipped off at the last minute by a friend.”

“Hell of a friend,” she breathed out roughly. “We have lights rounding the curves behind us.”

“I see them.” Clint flipped off his own lights, knowing the brake and parking lights would follow suit. The adjustments he had made to his vehicles after the operation in South America were paying off.

He had known something had gone bad there besides Nathan’s death; he just wasn’t certain what.

With a quick jerk of the wheel he turned off onto one of the smaller side roads, before making a quick U-turn and pulling off beneath a canopy of trees.

He had checked as close as he could for bugs or bombs, but no one was perfect.

Seconds later, the dark sedan raced by, their lights sweeping within feet of the truck before continuing around the curve and along the main road.

He watched the lights disappear before hitting the gas and racing back toward Trina’s. Once their assassins figured out he had pulled off, he hoped they would check this side road before suspecting him and Morganna of heading back the way they had come.

“We’re in a shitload of trouble, aren’t we?” Morganna breathed out several minutes later as they raced past the road that led back to Trina’s.

“Yep.” He flipped the lights back on, breathing a sigh of relief as the illumination of the darkened road made navigating the curves easier.

Trina would have to live in the backcountry rather than closer to town.

“Why? We haven’t even made contact with the only suspect we have. Why make a move this fast?”

“It’s a setup.” He glanced over at her, his chest tightening at her narrow-eyed surveillance of the empty road behind them.

She was cool as hell. He wouldn’t have suspected that a week ago. Her expression was composed, determined. Her eyes sharp and intelligent, suspicious, but not frightened.

“Why is it a setup, Clint?” She still gripped the little pistol close to her thigh, her fingers curved around it easily.

But hell, he was still gripping his. He laid it carefully on the seat beside him.

“Relax. I have a friend I can borrow a car and some clothes from. It’s time to get the hell out of Dodge, Morganna.”

“I’ll ask again. Why?” He glimpsed her from the corner of his eye, staring back at him suspiciously.

“This isn’t just about the operation you’re working,” he told her then. “Remember the operation where Reno was shot a year ago?”

“I remember he was shot.” Of course she did. She had nearly lost her brother. All of them had lost a good friend.

“We went against a man named Diego Fuentes in Colombia. Two SEAL teams, mine and Reno’s, along with a six-man Ranger team and two six-man teams of government soldiers. We went in to rescue the daughters of three senators who had been kidnapped and were being held in exchange for the safe passage of a shipment of drugs. We killed Fuentes’ wife, his son, and his brother; we were told Fuentes went down with the house when it collapsed.”

“He didn’t?” She settled back in her chair as the truck raced to the outer edges of town. Thankfully, Trina wasn’t too far from the social center she loved so much.

“Fuentes’ scientist developed the date rape drug.” Clint wiped his hand wearily over his face. “I would have joined Joe’s team a year ago, if my CO hadn’t held me back. The DEA was working to find the supplier, but another group was working to track the distributors of the videos as well as the lab creating the drug. And possibly Nathan. They were using Joe to keep the suppliers distracted from the other group’s work.”

She was silent. Clint grimaced. This wasn’t a good thing. He flicked a look at her closed expression, grimacing at the glitter of anger in her eyes.

“I had no idea you were involved in this until it was too late,” he growled. “No one suspected Fuentes was actually alive.”

“And what makes you think he is?”

“Trina. She was part of Fuentes’ network two years ago, and evidently still is,” he snarled, wishing he could wring Trina’s neck for not telling him sooner. “We have to switch vehicles, then find some place to hole up where Merino won’t be able to track us. I don’t trust him or his crew now, Morganna. I’ll call in the rest of the team tonight. We’ll take care of it.”

“Convenient,” she muttered. “Why didn’t you do this sooner?”

“I can’t save the fucking world,” he snarled as he rubbed at his neck in frustration. “I do my little bit, Morganna. Me and Reno. That’s the best we can do, and we have to be content with that. I agreed with the operation as it was being handled. That drug is too dangerous not to track it to its source. It has to be eliminated. Taking out a supplier in Atlanta isn’t going to help the problem growing in New York, or on the West Coast. And it is growing. Find the root and you kill the vine.”

“What about the women dying in the meantime?” she cried out, furious, the pain in her voice slicing through his chest.

“The alternative is worse, Morganna,” he bit out. “If we just take out a few suppliers here and there, and miss the lab while it’s in one place, controlled by one hand, then it goes worldwide. It will become as popular and easy to find as crack or pot. Is that better? How does that benefit the women who have already had their lives ruined or taken?”

“You could have told me,” she protested furiously. “You could have worked with me when you came into this instead of hiding everything.”

“I wanted you out,” he bit out, the blood thundering through his veins. “For God’s sake, do you think I wanted you mixed up in this any deeper than you were already?”

“Do you think you could have stopped it?” She raked her fingers through her hair, glaring at him as he looked over her, pulling to a stop as the light before him turned red.

His eyes flicked between the mirrors, checking traffic, watching for the sedan.

“I wanted to stop it,” he growled. “I would have stopped it, if you hadn’t been so damned stubborn.”

“Dammit, Clint, you promised to work with me. This is information Joe needed. Information I needed.”

“Joe doesn’t need anything more than he has,” Clint bit out. “There’s a mole on that team, Morganna; admit it. I didn’t give you the information because I thought the danger you faced was the damned dealers or suppliers, not the head viper.”

Morganna breathed in roughly. “What do we do now?”

“We have to get to Macey’s.” Macey was one of the few men Clint knew could help him now. The hacker from hell. “We’ll get another car and head to the mountains—”

“That won’t help—”

“The hell it won’t,” he snapped, staring back at her, certain that the stakes in the game Diego was playing were much higher than he had ever imagined. “I won’t let Fuentes have you, Morganna. He knows you were the one that witnessed those dealers’ spiking that drink. He may even know who I am. I won’t give him a chance to take you.”

He’d hide her as far back in the mountains as he could get her and pray to God they could catch Diego before he found them. If Fuentes’ network was back in place, then they could all be screwed. Royally.

“Raven’s blocking my calls to Reno,” he informed her tightly. “When we get to Macey’s, call her; get Reno on the phone. They could be in danger as well. He needs to know what’s going on now.”

“God, Raven will kill both of us for ruining her honeymoon.”

“She’ll live. That’s what’s important,” he snapped back. “When you get Reno on the phone, Morganna, I want to talk to him.”

“Sure. Fine. Whatever.” He heard the safety click on her gun before she opened her purse and stored it inside.

God. He couldn’t believe this. Years, fucking years of fighting to protect her, only to have her in danger now because of him. Flashes of the videos taken in as evidence in the past two years that drug had been sifting through the party scene had his guts tying in knots.

The women were brutalized. The thought of Morganna being taken, drugged, hurt in such a way, was more than he could stand. His hands tightened on the steering wheel in a killing grip as he drove through the late-night traffic to the seedier side of town.

Macey wasn’t anyone’s idea of a good ole boy. A huge bruiser with a head for electronics like nothing Clint had ever seen and a fist that packed a hurting. Pulling his cell phone from its holder, Clint punched in the number.

“We’re on leave.” Macey’s voice was warning.

“I’m in trouble,” Clint said softly. “I have Reno’s sister with me and we have some bad shit going down, Mace.”

“How far away are you?”

“I’m five minutes from you. I need wheels and the ones I have need to show up in an area far, far from here.”

“Hell of an order,” he grunted. “Pull into the back; the garage doors will be open. We’ll store your beauty there until we can round everything up.”

Macey wasn’t one to waste words. The line disconnected just as fast as he had answered.

“We have to warn Joe,” she said as Clint pocketed the cell phone.

Clint sighed deeply. She was a friend to Merino, he understood that, but she wasn’t hard enough, cold enough, to understand that a friend’s knife would slash your throat faster than the enemies’ would.

“Clint, we can’t leave him in the dark,” she pressed again.

“We can’t risk it, Morganna.” He shook his head firmly. “I don’t know who I can trust on that team, but I know one of them betrayed us. Only Joe’s team knew where we were going to be ahead of time. Not even Trina knew we’d be showing up.”

“It can’t be Joe,” she whispered. “Clint, he’s lost friends in this assignment already. You haven’t seen the effect it’s had on him. Joe wouldn’t do this.”

She wasn’t hard enough. God help him. And her.

“And he won’t believe it was one of his team,” he snapped back. “He trusts them, Morganna, just as I trust Reno. Use your head here. We don’t trust anyone. Macey understands the rules. I’ll get what I need and then we’re out of there. Period. He screws me and he won’t live to spend whatever Fuentes might have tried to bribe him with. Macey won’t screw himself like that. I can’t say that about Merino or his men.”

She was too innocent for this. Too tender. He caught the flash of hurt that crossed her expression, the stillness of her slight body.

“I’ll take care of you, Morganna.” He ground the words between his teeth and looked over at her, reaching out to touch her, to cup her pale cheek. “But you have to trust me, baby. Trust me.”

Clint pulled back as he neared the end of Macey’s street. He pulled into the alley behind Macey’s less than pristine house, then turned into the small junkyard behind it.

The garage door was open as Macey had promised. Clint drove the truck into the dark interior, the heavy doors sliding closed behind him as the overhead lights lit up the area.

There was no way to reassure her. Not yet. He had to keep her alive. He had to keep his wits about him. If he touched her, God forbid if he weakened enough to hold her, then his control would be shot. And that neither one of them could afford.


 


Chapter 19

 

 

Mason “Macey” March Was Huge. At least six feet, five inches and built like the broadside of a barn. There wasn’t an inch of fat on his big body or trust in his chocolate brown eyes.

Long, thick dark blond hair was pulled back from his face and tied in a ponytail, emphasizing the broad planes and angles of his face. He was what Reno would have called a force of nature. You didn’t go up against it; you moved to the side until it passed by, and breathed a sigh of relief you weren’t caught in the turbulence.

Macey was waiting for them at the doors at the side of the garage, dressed in a black sleeveless T-shirt and black jeans. Biker’s boots covered his feet and a rifle was slung over one powerful arm.

“Trusting today, ain’t you, Mace?” Clint commented as he helped Morganna from the truck, his hands flexing against her waist before he released her. “Only one gun as a greeting?”

The behemoth grunted, a rough sound that could have been a laugh.

“Get on in here.” He stood back from the doorway. “I turned on the receiver after your call. You got some serious dudes searching for that pickup, boy.”

“No shit,” Clint sighed as he led her to the doorway. “Mace, this is Morganna, Reno’s sister. Morganna, meet Macey; he’s part of my team and the best damned computer whiz I’ve ever laid my eyes on.”

Macey’s full, surprisingly sensual lips quirked at the description.

“Glad to meet you, ma’am.” He nodded as he turned and led the way into the house. “Reno’s a good friend. He has a piss-poor brother-in-law, though. He should have shot him years ago.”

“I suggested it,” Morganna drawled, flicking Clint a laughing glance. “Reno wanted to wait. He was certain Clint would age well.”

The chuckle that met her statement had Clint casting them both a brooding glare.

“Don’t gang up on me with her, Mace. I’m stuck with her for a while. You’re not.”

“Too bad. I’d be nicer to her,” Macey grunted.

The house was surprisingly neat but plain. Bare, actually. She stared around, wondering how a man as personable as Macey seemed to be had a house with nothing personal in it.

“This is the reception area, darlin’.” Macey’s smile was wicked as he caught her staring around. “Come on; I’ll show you my home away from home.”

He led them through the threadbare living room with its floor-model, ages-old television, into a kitchen with the barest essentials and then into a hallway. There he pulled a remote from the back pocket of his jeans and flipped a switch. Morganna jumped back as a section of the wall slowly slid to the side.

“Come on down. I have the radios picking up transmissions now. I finally pinpointed the boys looking for you, but they aren’t giving away anything important.” He loped down the cement stairs that led from the hallway.

Morganna glanced back at Clint warily as she followed slowly, catching his soothing wink as the wall slid closed once again.

“What happens if the place catches on fire?” she whispered to Clint.

“Then we peel out under the house and escape through the sewer,” Macey called back. “Nasty place, though, so I’m going to hope no one decides to burn me down. I’d get pissed and have to kill someone.”

Somehow, she didn’t think it was an idle threat.

As she stepped into the main portion of the basement, her eyes widened. Now this was definitely lived in and taken care of. A long, comfortable upholstered couch divided the room. In front of it, on a far wall, was a wide-screen flat television hung on the wall with a state-of-the-art sound system running along the walls. A scarred wooden coffee table sat between them. On each side, a recliner, used but in good condition, sat angled to the television.

Behind the couch, an electronic madman’s dream: computers, receivers, and shelves of beeping, tweeping machines that made no sense to Morganna whatsoever. Above them, several flat monitors showed the outside of the house on all four sides, giving Macey a perfect view of anyone coming up on him. Two others flipped through the rooms of the house upstairs, keeping a careful watch on each area for several seconds at a time.

“There’s beans and bread on the stove.” Macey flicked his fingers to the corner where a stove, refrigerator, and large sink sat. A small table and chairs occupied the wall to the side of it.

“Hungry?” Clint’s hand ran up and down her back as he led her farther into the room.

“No.” She shook her head. “Will the cell phone call out here? I’ll try to get hold of Raven. It takes her a while to answer sometimes.”

“Yeah, she’s good at avoiding calls. I think she stole Reno’s cell phone.”

“It was one of her conditions when she agreed to the wedding,” Morganna told him. “She was tired of you calling and bitching about me and making Reno leave the house all the time.”

“Hmm.” The noncommittal murmur had her lips twitching. “Go ahead and see if you can get hold of her. I’ll see what me and Macey can find out.”

“Get her a drink at least, Clint,” Macey muttered. “Hell, she looks wore out. There’s beer in there, and Stacey keeps some wine coolers just to piss me off. There’s lunch meat and bread and junk. Stacey’s always eating something. I swear when that girl’s metabolism slows down, she’s going to blow up like a balloon.”

“Hey, it takes energy to keep up with brothers,” Morganna informed Macey, keeping her voice playfully tart. “If she’s anything like me, she gets tired of you having all the fun.”

She was aware of the surprise that crossed his broad face, along with his amusement.

“Stacey would like her, Clint,” he laughed. “She has mouth. I bet she keeps you and Reno on your toes.”

“More than you know.” Clint shook his head as Morganna glanced up at him knowingly.

“Kind of surprised me when I heard you were working with Merino’s crew,” Macey surprised her with the announcement as she moved away from Clint and headed for the refrigerator. “A few of our guys that frequent the clubs have been keeping watch. They say you’re damned fine for an amateur.”

“Thanks.” She caught Clint’s look of disapproval as she turned back to them. “Clint wasn’t too happy.”

“Course he wasn’t,” Macey drawled. “A man likes to keep his personal sweets stashed away from hungry eyes. He’s not stupid. Me and the others were getting ready to draw straws on who was going to have to tell him about it, though.”

“Shut up, Macey,” Clint growled.

“Yeah, like all of us didn’t know you were hungry for her, Clint.” Macey smiled placidly as Morganna leaned against the wall and watched in interest. Not many people had the nerve to rib Clint so blatantly. “Did he tell you about him and Reno getting into that fight in Germany over you?”

“Shut up, Mace.”

Now this was some surprising news.

“No.” She arched her brow in interest. “He didn’t.”

“Oh yeah, kept us all watching those two real wary like. We were winding down after a mission—”

“Shut up, Macey.”

“Seems Clint wanted Reno to do something about some musician you were seeing at the time. Wanted it stopped before you ended up in bed with him—”

“Don’t make me kill you, Macey.” Clint’s voice was suddenly harder, darker. “I need you right now, man. But later, we might have to talk.”

Macey tilted his head and stared back at Clint with a quirk of his lips, his dark eyes dancing.

“Sure, man.” He smiled slowly. “Get your ass on over here. Let that pretty thing there get herself a drink. That skirt is hot as hell, too. You wearing panties under that, Morganna?” He turned back to her, his grin rakish.

“Actually,” she drawled. “I’m not. But don’t tell Clint, okay? He might get upset.”

A shiver worked down her spine as Clint turned back to her, his gaze starkly possessive, his expression suddenly sensual, carnal.

“Get hold of Raven,” he growled. “And stay away from the one-night wonder here.” He nodded to Macey. “I’d hate to have to castrate him. Or cut his damned tongue out.”

Morganna continued to watch him as he stalked over to the bank of computers Macey was working at. Now wasn’t this just a surprising development. The musician in question hadn’t been her lover; actually, his lover had been his bass player. A very handsome young man who had idolized him. But Shawn Kevin had been desperate to uphold the image of heterosexuality. Why, Morganna had never really understood. But he had been nice and, for a while, interesting. Morganna had no idea Clint had actually been jealous of him.

Shaking her head, she pulled her purse from her shoulder and unsnapped it. Extracting the cell phone from inside, she laid the purse on the table, then returned to the refrigerator to collect a bottle of water.

Punching in Raven’s number, Morganna let it ring until the messaging system came on.

“There’s trouble, Raven. Reno has to call.” She flipped the phone closed as she pulled out the water.

Clint was talking on his cell phone, obviously calling in the team he and Reno normally worked with. She knew from the wedding that several of them were on leave until after Reno’s honeymoon.

“I can’t find Markwell.” Clint flipped the phone closed as he turned back to Macey. “Kell and Ian are still in town; Max headed out to Texas to catch up with some friends there. That leaves Markwell unaccounted for.”

“Let’s see if we can find our boy then.” Macey turned back to the computers. “I know Kell and Ian have been going between the clubs. They were the ones keeping an eye on your bit of sweets,” he snickered as Clint slapped at the back of his head.

As Clint hovered over the other man’s shoulder, Morganna eased closer to him. She felt chilled. Uncertain. Too much was happening too fast, and the implications of the battle facing them seemed overwhelming.

In that moment, Morganna realized the extent of her inexperience. She was trained to watch, to shoot. She wasn’t prepared to go against international terrorists and drug runners such as the Fuentes Cartel was rumored to be.

As she neared him, she was surprised when Clint’s arm came around her and he pulled her against him. Just like that, he tucked her against his chest, his gaze never leaving the computer Macey was working on.

“Shit. What’s this?” Macey hit a key, bringing up several pictures and a text report.

Morganna recognized the picture. Devin Markwell. He was young, smiling. Beside that picture was a chalked outline of a body in a garbage-ridden alley.

“No fucking way,” Macey muttered as Clint tightened beside her. “This happened this morning. He was found outside a bar in downtown.” Macey shook his head before turning back to Clint, his gaze shocked. “He’s dead, Clint.”

“How?” Clint’s voice hardened, chilled.

Macey turned back to the computer, hitting more keys, his fingers flying over the keyboard until another page came up. “They found another guy. A naturalized South American. A dealer.” His voice was quiet, emotionless. “Devin was beat to death. The dealer was gutted like a fish. Santos. Wasn’t Santos—”

“Part of the Fuentes Cartel. He’s Roberto Maneulo’s bastard brother. He was born here. But Roberto has looked after him.” Clint finished for Macey before a curse sizzled from his lips. “And Roberto is a member of the Masters clubs.”

Morganna stood still, staring at the picture of the dealer on the screen.

“He’s one of the three men Joe arrested at Diva’s,” she said quietly. “He was the one dosing the drink with the date rape drug. There was Santos, Robert Lewis, and Donny Caine.”

Macey typed in the names. “Dead.” The report wasn’t unexpected at this point. “Found this morning. Lewis and Caine were found this evening outside town. Suspected drug deal gone bad.”

“Fuentes is cleaning house,” Clint said. “He tried to hit me and Morganna this evening.”

“Check for Roberto Manuelo,” Morganna suggested. “He’s our suspect at the moment in the supply of the drug. Though there was no report of a suspected connection to the cartel. I also saw him in Diva’s Downstairs the night we were there.”

The search took longer. Morganna nibbled at her thumbnail as Macey pounded on the keys, cursed, sweet-talked the computer, then finally grew silent.

“Manuelo is breathing,” he finally said. “His cell phone number matches that of the ones I’ve been tracking since the search for you and Clint began. I caught your names being bandied on the receiver I use to monitor unsecured cells.” He flashed her a cold smile. “He’s leading the search.”

“Not for long.”

Morganna jerked around, staring up at Clint as he stood alone several feet from her.

“Contact the Admiral, Macey,” Clint ordered, the muscles in his jaw working tensely. “We have a possible hit on our men. We need Reno’s location checked, secured, and he needs to be apprised of Markwell’s death.”

“I’m on it.” Macey turned back to the computer as Morganna stared back at Clint.

“What are you going to do?” she asked, though she sensed she already knew.

He stared back at her, his blue eyes blazing in his dark face. He seemed so remote, so self-contained. This was the Clint that worried her. Cold. Unemotional. This Clint needed no one, especially not her.

“I’m going to take care of it, Morganna,” he told her softly. “However I have to.”

“The Admiral is in contact with Reno as we speak.” Macey’s voice was clipped. “He’s moving himself and Raven to an undisclosed location for the time being. He warns you to keep Morganna locked up.”

There was no amusement in Macey’s voice. His voice was just as hard as Clint’s.

First Nathan during the operation in Colombia, now Markwell. And if Fuentes wasn’t taken out, then he would come after Morganna again. He wasn’t a man who gave up, but he also wasn’t an easy man to take out. He surrounded himself with lackeys, with men willing to die for him, to protect him no matter the consequences.

“I have to get rid of the truck.” Clint had to get out of there, he had to track down information, and he had to do it alone. “Macey, keep her down here.” He turned to the other man, seeing the horror in his eyes. “If I’m not back in five hours, you know what to do.”

“No!” Morganna’s eyes widened in fear. “You’re not leaving me here—”

“The hell I’m not,” Clint growled fiercely, gripping her shoulders as she rushed up to him, clamping them tight, staring into her eyes as the rage and pain burning in his stomach threatened to overwhelm him. “You’re safe here and I don’t know what the hell is waiting out there. You’re not trained for this, Morganna, and you know it.”

“I can watch your back.” She was shaking her head, her eyes filling with tears.

“No, Morganna,” he snapped, the thought of her out there, in the line of fire, more than he could handle. “I have to check some sources, I have to ditch that truck and find out what the hell I’m looking at. I can’t do that with you with me, baby.”

He couldn’t kill while she watched. She was strong, stronger than he ever imagined, but he couldn’t bear for her to see him as he really was.

“Macey.” He didn’t have to turn to the other man.

“I got her, man,” he swore. “She won’t move from here. I swear it.”

“I need you to do this, Morganna.”

He watched the knowledge in her expression that he was right and the impotent anger that filled her eyes. She knew she wasn’t experienced enough, and it was eating at her, tearing through her.

But God help him, even if she had been, he wouldn’t have been able to take her with him. He was a killer. Stone cold. Without remorse when it came to the enemy. And Fuentes and any of his men were the enemy.

“Macey, find out if Markwell was into anything. If this was a personal hit. Get Kell and Ian out here; we’ll need their help.”

“I’m on it.” Macey stood behind Morganna, prepared to stop her if she tried to follow Clint. He was terrified she would try to do just that.

He jerked her into his arms because he couldn’t help himself. His lips covered hers, tasting her tears, her fear, then her heat. Pulling back, he pushed her to Macey. Clint didn’t wait to be sure the other man was holding her back; he knew Macey would. Clint ignored her cry, ignored the need to touch her one more time before he moved quickly for the stairs.

“Macey, I need some hardware.” He detoured to the other side of the room, moving behind the stairwell to Macey’s stash.

“Take what you need.”

He did. He chose quickly, pushing ammo into a small duffel before slinging the automatic rifle over his shoulder and pushing the handgun into his waistband. Ignoring Morganna’s arguments, he raced up the stairs and through the open entrance.

Fuentes had caught him unaware. It wouldn’t happen again He knew the monster stalking them now, and he’d be damned if he would let the bastard touch Morganna.


 


Chapter 20

 

 

“Damn you, Clint,” Morganna cursed as Clint disappeared up the stairs and left the basement.

She raced up the steps, catching the wall as it clicked shut behind Clint’s exit, effectively blocking her in once again. She pounded her fist against the wall before kicking out at it furiously.

Stomping back down the stairs, she faced the quiet, somber Macey as violence surged through her.

“He can’t do this alone.” She had seen the grief in his eyes, soul deep, filling his being and breaking her heart. “Go with him, Macey.”

“Chill out, babe,” he sighed, crossing his arms over his broad chest as he glared down at her. “You’re forgetting who you’re dealing with here. You’re a hazard out there with him, just as he said. And so am I. Let him keep his head clear; he doesn’t need to come back here to find you in Fuentes’ hands.”

“He hasn’t caught me yet,” she snapped.

Macey snorted. “He hasn’t really tried, darlin’. Fuentes has been playing. It’s what he excels at. He’ll play in earnest now. He’s taken out one of our men and that’s not an easy thing to do. Right now, Clint needs to do what he does best. Hunt. While I do what I do best and track.”

She flinched, stepping back as helplessness washed over him.

“They killed his men,” she whispered. “He’s destroyed, Macey—”

“He’s a SEAL, Morganna.” Macey rolled his eyes at her. “He’s lost more friends than you can imagine. Nathan last year and now Markwell is a heavy hit, I admit, but he’s stone cold when he’s in work mode; don’t you doubt it. That boy is an instrument of death right now, and you don’t want to see that. Hell, you don’t need to see that.”

“He’s hurting—”

“He’s out for vengeance.” Macey’s smile was cold. Hard. “And trust me when I say Clint knows how to do death the right way. So just chill out and let him do his thing. Staying safe is the best way you can help him.”

Her gaze flicked to the monitors then, seeing Clint step into the garage, the black-and-white monitor showing more than color ever could have.

The shadows shifting around his expression sent a shiver up her spine. His eyes were cold, hard. Chips of dark ice as he moved to the truck. He looked like death.

“Yeah, hell of a change, huh?” Macey grunted as he caught her expression. “He’ll be back, Morganna. I can promise you that. He knows what he’s facing, and he has more than his own life to fight for. He won’t fail.”

She stared back at him, hating the tears falling from her own eyes, hating the helplessness that filled her.

“What does he have left?” she whispered. “All he does is fight.”

He shook his head slowly. “Clint’s loyal to his men, don’t doubt it,” he growled. “But something anyone who really knew Clint understood was that you are his soul. He fights it. He denies it, but trust me, Morganna. Clint’s not fighting for friends or family now, or for himself. You’re his innocence, girl. And that a man would fight the devil himself for.”

She shook her head slowly. “He’ll always fight loving me.”

“He likes to think he can,” Macey grunted. “There’s not many of us who know Clint down deep like I know him, sweetcakes. Me and Reno. We know Clint to the bone. And we know what you mean to him. Don’t doubt that.”

“How can you know this?” She hoped, prayed. She kept her confidence intact when Clint was around, but he hid so much from her. Kept too much to himself.

Macey grimaced as he turned away from her for a moment, watching as the gray pickup eased from the back drive, the lights off as darkness shadowed it.

“I’ve seen him when he can’t hide.” Macey cleared his throat softly. “Me, Reno, his men. Clint was hurt pretty bad once; we didn’t know if he would make it until we could get him to the pickup point. Reno, uhh, told him you were hurt. Told him you were crying for him.” He shook his head as she stared back at him in shock. “He fought like a madman to live. He shouldn’t have survived, but he did. And he will now.”

His dark eyes bored into her as he turned back to her. “You do what that boy tells you to do and you’ll stay safe. If he wants you trussed in cotton and hid in a corner, then you do it. Because if he lost you, I don’t think he would survive, and maybe that’s something you’d better think about.”

 

Leaving Morganna alone with macey was hell. Beneath the rage and pain, and the knowledge that another part of the team that he called family was gone because of Fuentes, was the knowledge that another man was protecting his woman.

Forcing the jealousy, the possessiveness, into the distant corners of his brain wasn’t easy, but the violence swirling through his head made it easier. Fuentes had made a serious mistake in thinking he could strike at Morganna for any reason as long as Clint was alive. This was the reason Fuentes had fallen the first time, because he liked to play games.

Fuentes had been convinced he was the master gamesman. He’d been wrong. His wife, Carmelita, had been the true strategist. She had allowed Fuentes to believe he was the mastermind of the cartel, but that black-hearted bitch he had married had been the true mastermind. And she had wielded that power with effortless ease through the easily manipulated Fuentes.

It didn’t take long for Clint to pick his tail back up or to lead the bastards where he needed them. They weren’t stupid; Clint gave them credit for that. It took him nearly an hour to “lose” them again and to make certain they spotted the pickup parked behind Diva’s.

Watching from the shadows, he waited as the three men left the sedan and made their way into the club before he moved. He knew the fourth had held back; Clint had watched him slide into position along the shadows of the back of the building, with a clear view of the truck.

Yeah, they were good. Some of Fuentes’ finest, and if Clint wasn’t mistaken, the little prick watching the truck was one of his highest lieutenants. It was just a sad day when you had to use your best men to play trackers. But Manuelo was no place to be found.

Fuentes’ soldier was good, but taking him out was easy. Clint slipped from position, careful to stay low until he was only feet away from assassin wannabe. He hefted the blade he held in his hand before drawing back slowly, then letting it go with a powerful flip of his wrist.

The body slid slowly down the side of the building without a sound. Clint moved quickly to the fallen form, rifling through pockets and shoving the contents into the pack at his side to go through later.

As quickly as he moved in, he was fading into the shadows, moving into position to wait for the other three. Taking them out wasn’t much harder. They hadn’t expected him to be waiting for them. He dragged each one back to their vehicle, throwing him in quickly before closing the door and patting the hood triumphantly with the pad of his thin leather gloves and connecting a small receiver to his ear.

“Macey, four down. Am I clear?”

“Clear, Ice,” Macey spoke. “I have a report on Loader,” he said then, his voice soft as he used Markwell’s code name. “He was called out at zero hundred hours last night. A call to his cell from good ole Santos reporting information he needed to give Loader for Ice.” Clint was Ice. The Iceman. “They arranged a meet and the rest is blood.”

“How did he know who to contact?”

“That one’s up in the air,” Macey reported. “But he called Max’s cell, too, left the same message. Important information for Ice and a request for a meeting. That’s all we have.”

Their cells and numbers were secure. Son of a bitch, how had one of Fuentes’ men gotten hold of them?

“We have more than one mole,” Clint murmured.

“Roger that,” Macey agreed.

“I’m making a stop inside Diva’s; then I’m clear,” Clint reported. “Expect me in sixty. If I’m not there, contact the remainder of the teams and secure the kitten.”

Morganna had to stay safe at all costs.

Pulling the receiver from his ear and tucking it into the small pack on his belt, Clint headed for the back entrance of Diva’s.

The private room he kept there held a small store of cash, fake IDs, and a few credit cards. He had learned enough over the years to become one paranoid son of a bitch where protection was concerned.

The dimly lit hallway was empty as he moved inside, the hard thump of the music pounding through the walls as he strode quickly to his private room. He was under no illusion that Drage wasn’t watching for him. It shouldn’t have surprised him to find out the club owner was involved with Joe in this mess. Drage Masters was a sly bastard, living just on the light edge of complete criminal intent and somehow managing to keep his balance.

Clint pulled the key card from his wallet, swiped it quickly through the security bar, and watched for the green light. He kept the gun securely against his thigh as he pushed the door open and stepped inside.

Son of a bitch.

His lips thinned at the sight of the couple leaning negligently against the bar on the other side of the room. Speak of the devil and he will come, followed by his gun-toting demoness.

“I don’t have time for you, Masters,” Clint growled. “Clear out.”

Drage sighed patiently as he turned to Jayne Smith and nodded slowly. A grin tugged at her lips as she reached to the other side of the bar and lifted a small wooden box to the top of the well-polished teak bar.

Damn. Maybe Clint’s stash wasn’t hidden as well as he had thought it was.

“You will find it untampered with,” Drage commented softly as Clint closed the door behind him. “I assume time is of the essence, so I thought I would make it easier for you.”

“What do you want?” Clint kept his weapon lowered, though his finger lingered on the trigger. A fact that his host was well aware of, if the tightening of his lips as he glanced at the gun was any indication.

“I want the bastard who’s using my clubs to kill women,” Drage snarled with cold fury. “Killing men who could lead me to him in my parking lot won’t help my cause much, my friend.”

“Find Diego Fuentes and you’ll find your problem,” Clint bit out, ignoring the surprise in the other man’s eyes. “Now get out of my way and let me collect my little stash there and I’ll head on out.”

“Fuentes is dead.” Drage ignored his order. “He was taken out a year ago by the Colombian army.”

“Actually, his cartel was busted by mine and Reno’s units,” Clint sneered. “Fuentes evidently escaped. This drug was his and his little wife’s brainchild. Trust me, Fuentes is alive, and I don’t have a whole lot of time to get back to Morganna and get the hell out of here. One of her suspects, Roberto Manuelo, is one of his highest henchmen. Follow him, you’ll find Fuentes.”

“Is that wise, Clint?” Jayne Smith spoke up. “Running won’t capture him; you’ll always be looking over your shoulder.”

“Don’t fuck with me,” he snapped, caressing the trigger of the gun. “The bastard nearly ambushed us at a party earlier. He took out one of my men in Colombia and he hit another last night. I have a damned itchy trigger finger right now, so don’t push me, Smith.”

“Fuck!” Drage pushed his fingers roughly through his hair as he gave his head of security a pointed look before turning back to Clint. “Bring Morganna here, Clint. Let him believe you’re still accessible. Draw him out where you’ll have your back covered.”

“Covered?” Clint arched his brow. “Aren’t you the one whose men can’t even catch the bastards working this drug? And don’t tell me you haven’t figured out that the DEA team working this little game has a mole, Drage. I thought you were quicker than that.”

“We know, and we are very close to cracking his identity,” Smith revealed, her voice as cold as a winter night. “Bail out now and Fuentes will go looking for you. Continue this operation and I’ll cover your back personally, Clint. We find the mole and he will lead us to Fuentes. Whoever he’s paying off would have direct access to him. You know the control freak he is. He wouldn’t allow anyone else to work this for him. It would be too important to him.”

She was right, as much as Clint hated to admit it. Because no way in hell was he putting Morganna’s life on the line any further.

“No.”

“Jesus, Clint, you’re losing your objectivity here,” Drage snarled. “You’re letting your emotions cloud your judgment. You know we’re right. Fuentes has stepped up his efforts to refinance his cartel. He’ll take you and Morganna out the first chance he has just for the hell of it now. Let his own ego take him down. Work with me here.”

“And I’m supposed to trust you for what reason?” he growled. “Weren’t you the one preparing to sponsor my woman, Drage? That was confidence-inspiring.”

“It got you off your ass and into her bed, though, didn’t it?” Drage shot back. “I don’t believe in running from your demons, Clint. Perhaps I was helping you face yours.”

“Well, thank you all to fucking hell and back,” Clint snarled furiously. “Did I ask for your help?”

“Consider it a favor between friends.” Drage waved off the sarcastic remark with a mocking flip of his hand as his lips flattened with his own anger. “We have the master suite downstairs. I can circulate the rumor that you have tired of her defiance and you’re using the suite to complete her training. No one would doubt it except Fuentes. He would attempt to hit you here. To do so, he would have to use the mole he has within Merino’s team. This way, we both get what we want, and you aren’t running alone. Fuentes could have a damned army backing him. Don’t be a fool with Morganna’s life.”

Clint had a nice little cabin deep in the mountains, secluded, sheltered. He had taken great pains to keep it secret, but he knew the information could be had. He had intended to run there with Morganna, to hide her as far from danger as possible. But would she be safer there, where he couldn’t face the enemy?

“Clint, they raped and tortured friends of ours. These women they’re striking have done nothing to deserve what they found at this bastard’s hands,” Jayne’s voice echoed with a killing chill. “We would have betrayed you already if that was what we meant to do. Let’s help each other.”

They were right, and he fucking hated it.

“They won’t expect the security system I have in place in the private rooms,” Drage continued. “You’ll have the suite to yourself for the week. You can make your appearance in the bar each night and taunt him with the fact that you’re killing his men off and that you’re unafraid of the threat he represents. If you run, you’re giving him the upper hand.”

“Dammit, I know that,” he snarled. “This is Morganna, Drage. She’s as predictable as lightning—”

“She’s smart, and she’s careful. You haven’t watched her the past months as I have.” His lips quirked faintly. “Her brother has entrusted me with her care for nearly two years, Clint, and I am the eyes and ears that allowed her to work this operation for the past six months. Trust me, if I didn’t think she could carry this off, then I would be helping you to cart her out of state.”

Okay, that made better sense. Clint knew Reno was well acquainted with Drage and Jayne. He hadn’t expected this, but as he thought about it, he knew he shouldn’t have been surprised. Which also explained the fact that Raven was able to monitor and block the calls to Reno’s cell phone. This was the only way Reno would have allowed it.

God, he was going to kill Reno. He could have at least warned him.

“Shit!” He raked his fingers through his hair in a gesture of complete frustration.

Everything inside him was screaming out in rejection of the idea. Every possessive instinct in his body was demanding that he cart his woman off and hide her as far away from this shit as possible.

“You need backup for this, Clint,” Jayne inserted. “You know you do. If we work together, we can finish Fuentes for good.” Bloodlust echoed in Jayne Smith’s voice, causing Clint to stare back at her with hard intent.

“They nearly had me, McIntyre,” she revealed, her lips tilted mockingly. “Trust me, that drug is no fun, and had they managed to get me out of the club I was in that night, I would have never lived to find vengeance. Now I want vengeance.”

The flash of fury in her eyes, the cold set of her expression, combined with Drage’s sudden tension, convinced Clint. He hated it. If there was anything he hated more than allowing Morganna anywhere near the danger swirling around this club, then he couldn’t imagine it. But they were right. Eventually, Fuentes would find him in the mountains. He couldn’t keep watch 24-7 on his own and he couldn’t ask Reno to leave his sister right now and help him.

“I need a car,” he bit out. “I have her hid for now. I’ll collect her and bring her back here. You.” He pointed his finger fiercely back at the two of them. “Had better have your shit together. Because if anything happens to Morganna, there won’t be a hole you can hide in deep enough to save you. Man or woman, I’ll kill you.”

“He’s so fierce.” Jayne shivered mockingly. “I bet I could teach Morganna how to tame him, though.”

“Tsk, tsk, kitten,” Drage murmured. “Let’s not tempt an explosion until we’re in safer quarters.”

Shit, they reminded Clint of Morganna. Was this where she had learned her smart-mouth tendencies or had she taught them to Smith? He didn’t doubt she had.

“You can use my car.” Smith pulled a set of keys free of the snug pocket of her leather pants and tossed them to him. “It’s completely secure and parked in the underground garage. I’ll be waiting for you at the back door when you return and we’ll get her inside safe and sound. Let’s do this and do it right, Clint. Then we’ll all be safe.”

He caught the keys in his free hand as he finally allowed himself to breathe in deeply. He didn’t like admitting to the terror that had crawled through his system when he realized how easily Markwell had been taken out. He had been one of the best. A fully trained Navy SEAL warrior with the reflexes and instincts that only sheer talent for the job and hard training could instill. Fuentes wouldn’t be easy to take out. If Clint could at least manage to wound his network enough to find that lab, then they could defang him for a while, if nothing else.

“How do we work Merino?” Clint asked then.

Jayne Smith smiled easily. “We tell him the truth, of course. You aren’t comfortable with the attacks on Morganna or the fact that one of your men has been taken out, so you’re going to work from here. We’ll work with him and see what Fuentes’ next move is. In the meantime, I’ll have a tag put on each of Joe’s men and see what happens. It won’t take long.”

No, it wouldn’t. Fuentes had shown how desperate he was to get his hands on Morganna. He would make his move soon.

“I’ll be back tomorrow night.” Clint nodded his head sharply. “I need to sleep a few hours and get a few things together. Do what you have to on this end.”

Drage straightened from the bar, his eyes gleaming with anticipation.

“We’ll have everything in place, Clint. I look forward to working with you.”

Yeah, Clint just bet he did. The son of a bitch didn’t count success from the amount of money he made but rather from the contacts he could call in. Clint wasn’t a man who liked to be beholden. But in this case, he was also a desperate man. Because he knew if anything happened to Morganna, if the life that burned in her eyes were to ever dim, then Fuentes wouldn’t have to kill him. The grief alone would.


 


Chapter 21

 

 

As he drove back toward Mace’s neighborhood in the leather comfort of Jayne’s steel blue Z4 BMW Roadster, it wasn’t the extravagance of the car, the smell of warm leather, or the ride he would have enjoyed at any other time that filled his head.

He thought of the friends he had lost to Fuentes’ damned network. Nathan Malone, “Irish.” He had fallen during the mission in Colombia.

His death had been a hard blow. Nathan was a good friend, but with his death Clint had seen what was left behind. Nathan’s young wife had been destroyed. Clint remembered seeing her at Nathan’s memorial service, her eyes vacant and hollow, her face as pale as death.

She had worshipped Nathan, just as Nathan had worshipped her.

And Devin Markwell. Hell, he was one of the best fighters the SEALs had ever produced. His body was an efficient, highly trained weapon, yet he had been taken out.

It didn’t make sense. Fuentes couldn’t know who had taken out his compound. That wasn’t possible. Even the Navy hadn’t listed their names for that mission. Unless Nathan was alive. It was the only answer.

Clint leaned his head against the backrest, feeling weariness drag at him. He was damned tired. Tired of the missions, the deaths. It had begun with Irish’s death. Seeing the horror and grief on his young wife’s face had started the cycle. Now— God, Clint didn’t think he could do it anymore. If they managed to take Fuentes out this time, then it might be time to pack it in. Clint was thirty-five years old and felt eighty. He had two more years before he could claim his retirement. Maybe it was time he began considering that.

And then there was Morganna.

He had left her with one of the biggest womanizers he had ever laid his eyes on. Mace was dependable, a hell of a brute fighter, and loyal as hell when it came to the battle. But he liked women. Loved women. As many as he could get his hands on.

And Morganna had been madder than hell, furious that Clint had left her. He remembered clearly the fights between his parents before his father went off on a mission. Terrible screaming matches that would run for hours on end before Clint’s father slammed out of the house and headed out for war. And Clint’s mother headed out for a round of parties night after night, man after man.

Could he handle it? he wondered. Hell no, everything inside him screamed out in fury. If Mace touched Morganna, Clint didn’t know if he could contain his rage.

His hands clenched on the steering wheel as he pulled into the open garage door and waited for the door to close and the interior lights to blaze on. He knew better than to step out of the car before Mace knew who was there.

When the lights flickered, Clint opened the door and eased his long frame out of the vehicle before moving for the door.

His fists were clenched, his jaw bunched so tight he could feel his molars grinding. Could he survive another man touching her after he’d had her? Would he lose his mind as his father had?

Clint shook his head as he moved through the house, feeling the weight of his fears bearing down on his shoulders as he fought to make sense of the soul-deep tiredness filling him.

The wall section slid open as he neared it, assuring him that no matter what may have happened through the night, Mace was watching—

“Thank God!”

Clint’s hands automatically wrapped around the small body that threw itself into him no sooner than he’d stepped to the staircase landing.

As the wall slid closed, Morganna was sobbing against his chest, her hands running over his shoulders, his back.

“Are you hurt?” Her voice was hoarse as the words tumbled from her lips, demanding, fierce. “If you managed to get your ass hurt, I’ll skin you alive.”

“Bloodthirsty wretch.” He inhaled the scent of her. He could smell his own darker scent beneath the sweet, clean smell that was so much a part of Morganna.

She still wore the skirt and corset, though she had kicked off her shoes. Leaning back from him, she let her gaze go over him, her misty eyes shadowed with worry and a hint of anger.

“I am so mad at you.” She slapped at his shoulder as she pushed away from him and stalked back down the stairs. “You just run off like Rambo. . . .” Her words trailed back to him as she stomped into the main room. “All gung ho and tough and you leave me just sitting here twiddling my fingers. This is not going to work, Clint.”

Did he smell food? Real food? Mace could cook, but what Clint smelled wafting up the staircase was pure heaven in the form of pancakes and maple syrup. But where was Mace?

Clint moved down the staircase, wary as he stepped from the enclosed stairwell. Mace was sitting across the room by his computers, his arms crossed over his chest, glaring at Clint.

Lifting his brow, Clint turned to stare back into the kitchen area where Morganna was muttering to herself.

“Everything okay?” he asked the other man.

Mace glared harder.

“Go ahead and answer him,” Morganna snapped. “He’s back now; I’m sure he can protect you.” She sounded a bit upset.

“That woman is trouble in progress,” Mace suddenly snapped. “I swear to God, you go off and leave me alone with her again and I’ll kill you. You won’t have to worry about Fuentes.” He swung around in his chair then and hunched over the keyboard of his computer, his fingers striking the keys.

“What did you do, Morganna?” Clint sighed, moving to get a good look at her. She was flat-out furious. If possible, she was more pissed now than she had been when he left.

“I didn’t do anything.” She propped her hands on her hips as a feminine little sneer curled her lips. “But he doesn’t seem to know where his stupid hands belong—”

“Ah hell, just get me fucking killed, why don’t you.” Mace jumped from his chair, staring back at Clint wild-eyed. “I swear to God, it was harmless. I didn’t mean nothing by it, Clint.”

Clint took a deep breath. The fury that should have been there was overshadowed by confusion. Mace looked almost scared, and Morganna was in killing mode.

“Look, you don’t have to kill me. That damned little witch of yours nearly shoved my balls into my stomach. I didn’t mean a damned thing by it. It was harmless.”

“He patted my ass!” Her voice was a low, snarling growl as she pointed a shaking finger at him. “He patted my ass!” She was shaking with feminine outrage.

Clint blinked back at her, wondering if he should shake his head to get his bearings here. “Mace pets every woman’s ass.” He gave in and shook his head as he looked between the two of them. “He’s a Romeo.”

“He’s an alley cat,” she snapped. “And he can keep his damned hands off my ass. No one touches my ass.”

“I do,” Clint pointed out. Something wasn’t clicking here, he just wasn’t certain what it was.

Morganna lowered her chin and gave him the “moron” look, as he and Reno had always dubbed it. The droll glare, the slightest arch to her brows as her lips thinned in irritation.

“For the moment, you have permission,” she said sarcastically. “He,” she pointed her finger imperiously, “does not.”

“Don’t worry,” Mace growled back with no small amount of ire. “He can keep your ass. I was just being nice.”

“Then keep it to yourself.” She glared back. “And the stupid pancakes are done if either of you would care to eat them. Now that Rambo has returned, I need a shower.” Then she frowned again. “Did you at least bring me some clothes?”

He lifted the small duffel in his hands out to her silently. He still hadn’t figured out what had happened, but her face brightened, her lips trembling just for a moment before she pounced on the bag. She pulled it from his hand and unzipped it quickly.

“Yes! Comfies,” she sighed, clutching the soft cotton pj pants and the loose T-shirt to her breasts. “God, I love you.”

Before he had time to comment she was rushing to the other side of the room and disappearing into the bedroom. Clint turned back to Mace, who, being no one’s dummy, was tearing into the homemade pancakes with a rumble of glee.

“Want to tell me what just happened here?” Clint queried as he moved to the refrigerator and pulled out the milk before snagging a glass from the counter and sitting down at the table.

“Woman’s insane,” Mace muttered around a mouthful of pancakes and syrup. “Swear to God. She was crying like a baby, Clint. Damned woman can’t even sob. Just these silent tears and that lip trembling. She was breaking my heart. I had to just hug her, man.” His fork was poised halfway to his plate as he stared back at Clint in bemusement. “Ought to kick your ass for making her cry like that. But I just hugged her and patted her butt at the same time. Next thing I know I’m on the floor with my balls choking me.” He glared at Clint again. “She’s deranged. Told me to get in my damned corner and not to make the mistake of speaking to her again or she’d take a knife to me. I didn’t speak.” He shook his head, his expression frankly disturbed. “I haven’t spoke for hours, Clint.”

Clint sat back in his chair slowly. “Struck out, did you?” he asked casually.

“Struck out?” Mace blinked back in amazement. “Man, you’d have to be loose a few screws to go after that woman. Where the hell is your head? In your pants? That is not a woman you want to piss off. She is going to deball you and fry your nuts up for dinner and make you like it. Have you lost your ever-lovin’ mind?”

“What were you doing touching my woman’s ass to begin with, Mace?” Clint asked him carefully. “I left her here for you to protect, not to be handling.”

“A woman only belongs to a man if it’s what she wants.” Mace grimaced. “I’m telling you, though. That woman.” He pointed his fork in the general direction of the bathroom. “Ain’t no man gonna own, but only one man is gonna touch. And that’s at his own damned risk. You sure you didn’t lose a few brain cells when you took up with that mini-volcano?”

Maybe he had, because he’d be damned if he couldn’t feel something inside his chest melting.

“Oh man, you are so sunk,” Mace grunted. “Get that fool grin off your face before she comes back in here. I’m telling you, that woman is dangerous.”

“Yeah, she is,” Clint murmured, shifting in his seat, realizing he was suddenly hard, engorged with lust. He was so damned tired that just eating was a chore, but damn if he wasn’t ready to show Morganna just who that pretty ass of hers belonged to. “Eat, Mace. She’ll forgive you in a few weeks.”

Mace choked comically. “She racked me, man,” he moaned. “And you’re making jokes. I can’t believe you’re making jokes. And I was just trying to be nice.”

Mace stuffed his mouth with pancake, sighed, and devoured his half. Evidently being racked didn’t affect his appetite. It was affecting Clint’s heart, though. He hadn’t known a single woman who had ever rejected whatever attention Mace wanted to pay her. Women loved him, lusted after him, stood in line to be at his beck and call. To Clint’s knowledge, no woman had ever kneed Mace in his sexual history.

Until Morganna.

Clint finished the pancakes Morganna had made, delicious, fluffy pancakes that damn near melted in his mouth, before he carried his plate and glass to the sink.

“Go get some rest. I’ll get these dishes. I’m just running some intel on the computers right now; it will be an hour or so before I have anything worth mentioning.”

Clint turned back from the sink, dragging in a weary breath before releasing the pack he still carried from his belt. The black pouch bulged with the four cell phones and a variety of matchbooks, little black books, and an assortment of receipts.

“See what you can get from these.” He tossed the pouch on the table. “They came off the four men tailing me.”

“Gave ’em up willing-like, did they?” Mace picked up the pouch and hefted it slowly.

Clint stared back at him directly. “It’s hard to disapprove of something if you’re dead, Mace,” he told him softly. “Fuentes has a nice little message coming his way.”

“Shit,” Mace muttered. “You sure they were Fuentes’ boys?”

Mace had a problem with killing first and asking questions later. Clint didn’t.

“I recognized one of them right off.” He shrugged. “The other three I had to study on. They were all with Fuentes, and four were looking to ambush the dumb little SEAL they were tailing. Their mommas should have raised them better.”

“You’re cold, man,” Mace sighed. “Real cold.”

“One of my men is dead and those bastards want to rape my woman,” he snarled in reply. “Yeah, Mace, I’m real damned cold, and I can get colder, my friend. Don’t you doubt that.”

But first he intended to get warm. Real warm. He flicked a final glance at the pouch Mace was picking up before moving through the underground room to the bedroom. Mace had himself a cool little setup here. The bedroom was almost soundproof, the entrance sealed shut with another wall-like door that slid in place when he hit the switch on the inside of the bedroom.

From there, there was a trapdoor down in the bathroom that actually did lead to a sewer access tunnel. Mace was a paranoid SOB, even more so than Clint.

As the wall sealed shut behind him, Clint stripped off his shirt, then sat down in a surprisingly comfortable wing-backed chair to take his boots off. He could hear the water running in the bathroom. Bathwater rather than a shower. Mace had the biggest damned sunken tub Clint had ever laid his eyes on in there. Evidently Morganna was taking advantage of it.

The thought of that had him grimacing at the hard-on swelling beneath his leather pants. The thought of her stretched out in that huge tub alone, all that sweet darkly tinted flesh, her Spanish ancestry evident just enough to tint her flesh, to give it a soft earthy glow that he loved so much. It also gave her that damned temper, he thought with a smile.

He couldn’t believe she had racked Mace. As Clint placed his boots and socks beside the chair, he rose to his feet, shaking his head at the memory of Mace’s bemused expression and Morganna’s furious one. If there was one man on the face of the earth Clint would swear could crack any woman, it was Mace.

Morganna had racked him instead.

Clint padded to the open bathroom door, the smell of sweetened vanilla reaching his senses. She was using the bath gel he had chosen from the all-night convenience store where he had found pj’s. Warm vanilla sugar. That was the scent. The name had reminded him of Morganna and made his mouth water for the taste of her. So he had bought it. He had bought the bath gel and the pajamas, even though he had no intention of allowing her to sleep in them.

He stepped into the steaming room, intent on joining her in the bathtub, until he saw her. The steamy water lapped around her slender form as she sat with her knees bent, her face buried against them as her arms covered her head.

Her shoulders were shaking, but the only sign of her sobs was the soft hitch of her breathing. Long, wet corkscrew curls floated in the water around her like a silken cape.

“Morganna.” He knelt beside the raised side of the tub, fighting his shaking hands as he pushed the long strands of her hair back, over her shoulder. “Baby, why are you crying?”

She shook her head, hiding her face.

His heart was breaking. He could actually feel the splintering effect in his chest, the tightness in his throat, as she turned her head from him.

“Morganna, honey, you know I can’t stand to see you cry. It makes me crazy. You have to talk to me here.”

When she still didn’t speak, he moved slowly, sliding into the water behind her and forcing her back against his broad chest as his heavy thighs bracketed her small body.

She flowed against him, her head turning to press into the thick expanse of his upper arm, the warmth of her tears washing over his flesh, branding him.

“I came back as soon as I could,” he whispered, pressing his lips to the top of her head as he fought the need to hold her tighter.

Her hands gripped his lower arm, holding on tight to him as he heard that little broken sound that came from her throat. It wasn’t exactly a gasp, a bit more than a hitch. A breathy little catch filled with sorrow and pain. Morganna didn’t cry often, but when she did, it was because the hurt went too deep to contain. That was why her tears made him violent. He couldn’t handle Morganna hurting that deeply.

“Did you think I was going to be upset that you racked Mace?” he whispered, feeling the heat of the water and the warmth of her body seeping into him.

She shook her head.

“I couldn’t take you with me.” He closed his eyes tight, unable to resist pulling her closer to his chest, his arms holding her tighter. “I couldn’t risk you like that, Morganna.”

“Stop.” She shook her head again. “That made me mad. . . .” Her voice hitched. “I don’t cry over mad . . . Just go to bed. Rest. . . .” The keening little whimper that left her throat had terror racing through his soul. Oh God, if she started sobbing, could he survive it? Morganna had never, ever sobbed.

“I can’t leave you like this, Morganna.” His hands smoothed up and down her arms, everything inside him reaching out to her, desperate to comfort her. “Tell me how to make it better, sweetheart. I will.”

She shook her head again.

“Sweetheart, you’re breaking my heart here,” he whispered against her hair. “I can’t stand to see you hurt like this; you have to let me help you.”

“How?” she cried, her voice rough, hoarse. “You didn’t see your eyes, Clint. You didn’t see the grief and sorrow, and I can’t help it.” Her hands clenched on his arm. “I can’t do anything to take it away like I used to. I can’t joke, or poke at you, because I know what he meant to you. I can’t help you. . . .” One little sob. It jerked from her chest and sent a dagger stroke of pain to sear his soul.

He had thought he had a handle on it before he faced her. Had thought he was hiding the grief, the rage. He should have known better. He had never hidden anything from Morganna; it was one of the reasons he had fought to stay away from her, to push her as far from his life as possible. Because she could see into his soul.

He fought to swallow back his emotion as he sighed roughly.

“He was a friend,” he said softly. “Just as Nathan was.” His jaw clenched at the thought of the hell they would awaken to. “I can’t imagine waking up one day and knowing you were gone, Morganna,” he said, feeling a shard of weakness filling his soul. “I don’t know if I could survive. And that’s all I can think about. Losing you. Never hearing you laugh, never being pissed at you again, or touching you again. It makes my gut knot with terror. And I don’t like that fear. I hate it, baby. Fear makes you weak. It makes you slow. I can’t afford to be slow right now.”

“I need to comfort you.” Her breathing hitched again. “And I don’t know how. Just like a year ago, after Irish’s service, I needed to do something. Anything. . . .”

And he had sent her away. Had she cried then? Had she hidden and let her misery flow in the tears she shed? He had made her cry, more than once. Him, the same son of a bitch who had broken a man’s nose for making her cry.

“You’re here,” he told her then, knowing that was more comfort than he deserved. “Look at you, flowing against me, sweet and soft. I don’t have to be alone. . . .”

He clenched his teeth tight, realizing the truth of the statement he was making. He didn’t have to feel alone, because she was with him. Because something about Morganna eased him.

“You never had to be alone,” she said hoarsely. “I was always here, Clint.”

He lifted her then, turning her across his lap, cuddling her close to his chest as he felt his erection slipping between her thighs, resting against the silken flesh of her sex. He wanted her. Hungered for her. But for the first time in his life, his arousal was taking a backseat to something more important, something primal, insistent.

Comforting his woman.

He stared into the stormy depths of her tear-soaked eyes, her dark lashes spiked around the misty depths, her expression paler than normal.

“I knew you were waiting on me,” he said as he smoothed his thumb over her cheek, wiping away her tears. “I came back to you, desperate to feel your warmth against me. I’m cold inside, Morganna.” He grimaced at the emotion she inspired within him. “Warm me.”

Her eyes widened, her breath hitching again as her hand curled around his neck, her fingers pushing beneath his hair as she drew him to her.

“Warm me,” he whispered again as her lips touched his. “Just for a little while.”


 


Chapter 22

 

 

He couldn’t not touch her. The loss raging inside him, the danger surrounding her, the emotions ripping through his soul, needs and hungers, desire and feelings he couldn’t define, refused to define, tore through Clint in an upheaval that threatened to destroy him.

Morganna’s lips were heated satin, hungry beneath his, opening to him as he sent his tongue to taste her. And she tasted like nectar, the wine of the gods, the perfect passion. A balm to the ragged wounds he had felt shredding his very spirit with the loss of his men.

Her fingertips moved over his face with trembling caresses that had his body tightening, his mind fighting the loss of control over his emotions. He couldn’t afford to feel this deeply for her. Yet he did. Here, surrounded by the steamy heat of the bathwater, the rising hunger that flared so easily between them, Clint knew he would never walk away from her easily.

“I was scared for you.” Her breath hitched again as his lips slid from hers to taste her jaw, his lips sliding lower as her head fell back over his arm. “I hated you being alone.”

“Shh. I’m not alone now, baby.” One hand caressed her hip as the other smoothed along her shoulder. “You’re right here with me. Feel me?”

“No one . . .” She gasped as his hand smoothed to her full breast, the swollen weight fitting perfectly in his hand. “Watched your back. . . .”

He had learned to watch his own back, but he couldn’t tell her that. He kissed her instead. Bending her over his arm as his lips devoured her, short, stinging little kisses that flushed her face, that darkened her eyes and left her panting in his arms.

She shifted against him, the slick heat of her pussy caressing his engorged cock, sending electric fingers of sensation to race through the swollen shaft before it sizzled up his spine.

She was like a storm, whipping through his senses, drowning out his control and his sanity as he let his lips feed from hers, consuming her passion as he gave her his.

There was no time for the gentleness he wanted to give her. No room for finesse or soft words. Blood and death surrounded them both. Grief, sorrow, and a need he couldn’t fight or ignore filled him until he wondered if he could survive the emotions tearing through him.

He needed her. He wouldn’t survive if he didn’t take her, if he didn’t fill his soul with her need, his senses with her touch. With the assurance that there was something left worth fighting for. There was the innocence of true passion, Morganna’s throaty moans, and the feel of her nails pricking at his scalp as she held him to her.

“You make me burn, Morganna.” The words were torn from his lips as he lifted her, turning her until those long, slender legs clasped his hips and he could feel the thick head of his cock parting the tender folds between her thighs. “Inside and out.”

He held her waist as her head tipped back on her shoulders, a keening moan of need whispering past her lips as he felt the head of his cock force past her tender entrance.

Being inside her wasn’t easy. She was small, tight, clamping around the invading crest as her panting moans urged him to hurry. He had no intention of rushing; he wanted to feel her, needed to experience each convulsive ripple of pleasure that quaked through her slick channel.

“Clint, I need you now.” Her voice was breathless, imperative.

“Shh, baby, let me feel you.” His head lowered, his lips brushing over the tops of the swollen mounds of her breasts. “You’re so sweet and warm, flowing over me like honey. Let me feel you, baby.”

She shuddered as her breath caught and he felt the soft cream flooding her sex, washing over him, easing his way as he slid inside her. Clint was hard-pressed to go easy, to take her gently. His thighs bunched with the effort to hold back, to work inside her rather than taking her. To pull back before sinking in farther, feeling the hot, wet silk gripping him, clenching along his hard flesh as he felt his chest tighten with the arousal growing within him.

He slid farther into the tub, half-reclining as his hips raised and lowered, spearing his cock into the soft depths between her thighs as his hands held her hips prisoner.

He needed to taste her. The taste of her went to his head like the most intoxicating brew, sweet and addictive. His tongue curled around a stiffened nipple, his teeth gripping the small ring of gold piercing it as she jerked in his arms.

Lower, he could feel the ball ring piercing his foreskin rasping inside her pussy, tugging at his cock, creating a friction he wasn’t certain he could bear much longer.

“Clint . . . oh God. It feels so good . . . so good. . . .” Her voice was breathless, filled with rising lust and tinged with emotion. “I love you, Clint. Oh God, I love you.”

His hips jerked as her words sent a shock wave of emotion crashing through him. He heard her cry, filled with pleasure and impossible hunger as he drove the last inches of his erection fully inside her, seating her perfectly against him.

He could feel her vaginal muscles struggling to adjust to him, caressing over his thick shaft as panting little growls of sexual excess left her throat. His lips clamped over a nipple, his mouth drawing on her as he fought to hold back the words poised on his lips. Words of hunger, need, of emotion he knew he couldn’t speak.

She was destroying him with her acceptance, with her pleasure. Damn her, she was ripping his guts out, stealing his convictions. Clint gripped her hips, holding her to him as he began to move. He ignored the sloshing water, ignored his own certainty that she was stealing his soul as he gave her every part of himself. Silently. Irrevocably.

Morganna felt the change in Clint the moment the unbidden words passed her lips. As though a switch had been flipped, an intensity, a heat bordering supernova, seemed to fill him, whipping into her as he lost the impeccable control she so hated.

His hips moved fiercely between her thighs, lunging against her as he buried his cock inside her over and over again. Jerky, hard thrusts that stroked inside her, building the pleasure as it rasped hidden nerve endings, the ball ring creating an additional sensation she didn’t know if she could do without now.

Her hands moved from his shoulders to his head, her body arching, pressing her nipple deeper into his suckling mouth as she felt the flames of never-ending pleasure burning in her womb. Each stroke pierced more than just her vagina, filled more than just the aching depths of her sex. Her womb flexed with the driving pleasure as her heart filled with a subtle, burning emotion. Was it hers? His?

She jerked against him as she felt it building inside her, felt the change in him, the depth of his touch, the longing in his ragged groans. There was more than just the possession of her body, the sleek, thick intrusion of his cock inside her.

“God help me!” The harsh words, torn from his chest, had her womb convulsing as his thrusts became harder, deeper.

His hands held her to him, his head buried between her breasts as she felt his struggle to breathe, her struggle to breathe, felt the world darkening around her as each stroke of his cock inside her pushed her higher, burned her deeper.

“Clint. . . .” Her hands tightened in his hair as she felt her pussy tighten around his invading cock. “Oh God, yes. Deeper. Harder. Harder, Clint. Take me—”

“Mine!” The sudden, furious burst of emotion in his voice triggered her explosion. The possessiveness, the dominance, the hard, unconscious demand, swept through her, triggering an orgasm she hadn’t expected.

Lights exploded behind her tightly clenched eyelids, brilliant bursts of light snapping through her head as she felt the sudden release sweeping through her body, her senses.

It overtook her, flung her into a midnight sky, and left her shuddering as aftershocks tore through her body. The feel of Clint’s release, hard, heated pulses of his semen jetting inside her as his hands tightened with bruising strength at her back, held her on the edge of ecstasy, refusing to release her as another hard orgasm tore through her.

Never ending. Unstoppable. She felt his lips, his teeth, at the side of her breast, marking her, stamping his ownership onto her just as his body fought to mark her with the hard, pulsing ejaculation filling her.

How long it lasted she didn’t know. She didn’t care. With each shudder of pleasure tearing through her, she felt Clint own another part of her soul. As though he hadn’t already possessed her heart, he was filling her very spirit.

Finally, the strength left her body. As though only the hunger and the hard spear of his erection had kept her upright, Morganna collapsed against his chest, spent, overwhelmed. Weakness flooded her, sapping the last bit of strength that had kept her conscious.

She felt sleep roll over her like a dark, warm blanket. Sheltered against Clint’s chest, assured of his safety, of his passion, she gave up the fight and let it have her. Sated. Warm. In Clint’s arms, she found the rest she needed.

 

He was going to have to get out of the damned water. Clint breathed out raggedly as he shifted Morganna in his arms, holding her against his chest as he pulled himself to his feet, water sloshing around his calves as he stepped from the tub and jerked one of the large towels from the low shelf by the tub.

He wrapped it around Morganna, drying her quickly. A grin quirked his lips as she muttered drowsily at being disturbed. She was sleeping in his arms, despite the awkward hold he had on her, relaxed and pliant as he clumsily dried the water from both of them.

Shaking his head at her, he padded into the bedroom and laid her gently on the bed, pulling the blankets over her before heading back to the bathroom to clean up the damp mess they had left there.

The woman was killing him. He couldn’t keep himself from touching her, from taking her every chance he had, filling her with his release. Feeling each hard spurt of his semen inside her did something to him that he couldn’t explain. The feeling of ownership, of possessiveness, that locked around his soul each time he marked her in such a way was starting to worry him.

It couldn’t continue forever, this blinding hunger. He couldn’t allow it to. When the danger was over, when she was finally safe, he would have to leave again. He had no intentions of tying her to him, of creating a bond that would tempt the violence that was so much a part of him.

Tossing the damp towels into the hamper after he cleaned up the mess, he moved back to the bedroom, sliding into the bed beside Morganna, trying to ignore how natural it felt. How right. She curled into his arms, a warm weight that his arms seemed to relish, that tightened his chest with pleasure. Had it been sexual pleasure alone, it wouldn’t have worried him. But it wasn’t. It was a pleasure that pierced his soul and reminded him once again of the heartache that awaited him. Because he couldn’t keep her. No matter how much he wanted to. No matter how much he needed to. One day soon, he would have to let her go.

 

Trina blake moved wearily into her bedroom, ignoring the expensive furnishings, the large, empty bed. As empty as the house she had bought. As empty as her life.

Walking toward the antique vanity table on the other side of the room, she pulled off the heavy silver earrings she wore, dropping them to the cherrywood vanity before sitting down on the upholstered stool and unzipping her high boots.

Her feet ached. They never ached. She had been wearing the impossibly high heels for years, moving comfortably in them, enjoying the additional stature they gave to her. The impression of height and inner strength. But lately . . . She massaged her arches, frowning at the stiffness there. Lately they had begun hurting.

She turned to the mirror, automatically uncapping a cleansing cream and spreading it over her face before cleaning the makeup off with the tissues sitting ready by her elbow. It was automatic, her nightly ritual. Cleaning off the layers of the mask she faced the world with and for a few hours, just a few hours, allowing the sensitive skin of her face to rest.

She stared into the mirror, seeing more than just the residue of the cream and makeup lifting free of her skin. There were a few fine lines at the corners of her eyes. Her skin wasn’t as unblemished as it had been or as dewy as when she was in her twenties.

She was getting old. And lately, she was beginning to feel it. She was thirty-two years old, and her home, like her soul, echoed with exactly how empty her life truly was. She was a puppet, a pawn to the lifestyle and the power she had believed she coveted at one time.

Slowly she had begun distancing herself from the criminal elements she had been involved with throughout her life. With Carmelita’s death, that had come much easier. The bitch from hell had been sent back to her fiery realm, leaving Trina in peace for a change. No more late-night phone calls, no more demands from the black-hearted bitch.

Until Diego had shown up. God, how she hated him, wished with every fiber of her being that he had been consumed in the same fiery battle that had taken Carmelita’s life. How much easier Trina’s life would have been then. How much easier it would have been if she had never been entered into the insanity of Carmelita’s life. Maybe Trina could have had a measure of peace to go with the wealth she had amassed.

A husband perhaps. Maybe a child.

A bitter smile crossed her lips at the thought of either. Such pleasures would be quickly used against her if she even considered such things. Especially now. With Carmelita’s death, Diego’s paranoia and psychotic tendencies were no longer contained.

As Trina wiped the last of the cleansing cream from her face and stared back at her own expression, she wondered when it had become so hard to look into her own eyes. Had it only just begun, or had it only grown over the years?

Shaking her head, she had picked up her silver-backed brush and lifted it to brush out the long mass of black hair when a shadow reflected in the mirror, moving toward the bedroom doorway.

A hard, dread-filled surge of blood rocketed through her veins. She had been expecting it. Had actually thought he would come sooner than midmorning. She should have known he would know exactly when to strike.

Laying the brush down, she turned on the stool and waited.

Two of his men moved into the room silently, their hard eyes sweeping over her before ascertaining that she had no company. She had known better than to have company. She had no desire to lose another lover to the games Diego liked to play.

Seconds later, Diego stepped into the room. He had aged much more than she had in the last two years. Gray marred the thick black hair; his brows were shaggy; his once-trim body sagged. Carmelita was no longer around to make certain he maintained the image she had demanded. Without her, Diego was a mess. Trina hoped soon he would be a dead mess. She doubted she would be around to enjoy the sight.

“Good afternoon, Diego.” She kept the smooth confidence in her voice, noting the narrowing of his eyes.

He expected her to be nervous, to show her guilt. She wasn’t the fool he thought she was, and she found that she wasn’t as afraid of dying as she had once been.

“Trina.” The dark rasp of his voice sent a chill up her spine. “My prey escaped your home last night. My men reported that it appeared perhaps my prey had been warned of their arrival. Could this be true?”

The silky menace in his tone wasn’t lost on her.

She shrugged negligently. “One moment he appeared to be heading for a bedroom to screw his little whore; the next minute your men told me he had fled. He’s not a predictable man, Diego. If he were, I could have killed him myself a year ago.”

“Hmmm.” He came farther into the room, the silk of his clothes rippling over his gaunt body as she wished she had kept her heels on. They gave her confidence.

She watched, fighting her nervousness as he paced across the expensive cream carpeting toward her, his black eyes glittering with a maniacal anger.

“He and his whore escaped from my hold, Trina. I needed to know how far Santos had betrayed me, and the very people who could tell me have now flown,” he sighed, the malevolent light in his eyes sparkling with pure evil. “I will not tolerate failure from those who owe me their loyalty.”

He stopped beside her, taller only because she was sitting down, but she knew better than to stand. Only by sheer force of will did she keep from flinching as he ran his hands over her thick black hair, picking up a few strands and allowing it to cascade from his fingers.

“You were Carmelita’s most treasured playmate,” he sighed. “She often bragged about your loyalty to her. She loved you above all others, even her family.”

Only because Trina had, at one time, cherished life. She had played the game better than the others, had assured Carmelita of her loyalty with acts that even now made Trina’s soul cringe. Life didn’t seem as important anymore when faced with the same choices.

“I loved Carmelita.” She forced a whisper of regret into her voice. “Seeing her murderers pay means everything to me.”

She stared up at him, allowing the façade of submission to enter her voice as well as her gaze. Carmelita had taught her the best way to deal with Diego’s fanaticism. His insanity.

“You failed me tonight,” he murmured.

Fear burned in her gut as his hand tightened in her hair, holding her head back, forcing her to meet his gaze.

“Mclntyre fooled me.” She swallowed tightly. “I didn’t expect him to leave the house. He must have seen your men drive up—”

He reached out with his other hand to caress her cheek. “I have considered this.” He smiled, the false gentleness in the curve of his lips assuring her that death would not come easy. If it came. The maniacal genius Carmelita had been successful in harnessing burned in his gaze now. Sometimes death didn’t come. Diego understood that often death wasn’t the greatest punishment.

“Diego, I did as you ordered,” Trina whispered, hating the possible reprisals that came to mind as he towered over her.

“I have considered this as well.” He released her slowly as he lifted his hand, a beckoning gesture of his fingers toward his men causing her to glance across the room.

The guards stepped from the doorway, allowing several other men to enter. Trina fought to control her breathing, her fear.

“Diego . . . please. I did as you ordered.”

“You did not do it well enough, and now you must be punished.” He stepped from her as the three men advanced. “Carmelita loved you, Trina; for this I will not kill you. But she also told me once how much you hated to be raped. To be held down, to be forced.”

She stood to her feet, staring back at him in horror.

“I did as you ordered,” she cried out furiously. “There’s no reason to punish me.”

There was no escape. Her eyes went around the room frantically, noticing the placement of his men, the lust glittering in their eyes.

“You failed me. Failure is not forgiven easily,” he murmured as the men advanced on her. “Take your punishment, so that I may forgive you. Then we will see if you can redeem yourself in my eyes.”

She jumped to avoid the hands reaching out for her, scrambling to keep them from touching her, to keep them from hurting her. Nightmares of the past rose before her eyes, the soldiers who’d held her down, grunting, sweating over her as they raped her.

God, death would have been better.

She screamed as she was tossed to the bed, hard hands tearing her clothes from her body, touching her, laughter echoing around her.

She heard herself begging. Crying. She felt the horror that took her mind as her legs were jerked apart, restrained, and her punishment began.

Was it worth McIntyre’s life, she wondered hazily, this punishment? Was it worth giving the fragile emotion she saw in his gaze when he watched Morganna a chance to grow? Was it worth allowing him what she would never know?

Loyalty was earned. Mclntyre had earned her loyalty. But with this act, even death would not ease her plans to see Diego fall. By her hand.

Her mind drifted, darkened. Unable to accept or to deal with the pain, the horror, of what was happening to her body. She escaped the only way she knew how, within plans for vengeance. Diego would fall by her hand.


 


Chapter 23

 

 

“We have some serious intel moving across the Net,” Mace informed Clint as he stepped into the basement fortress, his hands loaded with shopping bags Jayne Smith had arranged to have waiting for him hours before.

If Morganna was going to pull this off, then she was going to need clothes. Slipping into her house to get her clothes wasn’t going to work, so Jayne had gone shopping for her. Clint worried about that one. To be honest, the two women seemed way too alike in temperament; he didn’t need Morganna getting any clothing or personality tips from the other woman. Morganna was too hard to handle as it was.

“What have you found?” He set the bags on the couch, glancing toward the still-closed bedroom door.

“Don’t worry; she’s sleeping like an angel,” Mace grunted. “I haven’t heard a peep out of her.”

She was exhausted. The weariness that had lined her face as she slept earlier had worried Clint. He hadn’t allowed her much sleep during their stay in the hotel room, and last night hadn’t exactly been relaxing.

“Intel’s coming in from several sources. Trina Blake called in her personal doctor a few hours ago. One of her maids is a pretty little spy for the Feds. Seems Diego made a visit. He messed her up pretty bad.”

“Shit.” Clint pushed his fingers through his hair, a scowl tightening his face. “What happened?”

“Five of his men raped her.” Mace’s voice was tight with fury. “Diego was pissed off when you got away from his men. He made her pay for it. The maid reported extensive damage, though her physician is treating her from home rather than a hospital.”

Clint prowled around the room, his muscles tight, fighting the urge to go hunting. If he did, Diego would merely go to ground; they had learned that over the years. That was why the strike against his compound had been made, to take him and his wife out together, without warning.

It was one of the reasons Trina had become so important as an informer two years before. If it hadn’t been for her information, the team would have never located the senators’ daughters last year and rescued them before they were brutalized.

“Any reports on Diego?”

“Nothing conclusive. There are some rumors of several of the large gangs within the South American community being pulled in to work together. I’d hazard a guess that’s Fuentes getting his spy network in gear. Your and Morganna’s picture is being flashed a lot, but no one is one hundred percent certain where you’re hiding.” Mace flashed him a triumphant grin. “Those boys just don’t know how it’s done; that’s all I can say.” Mace could find a needle in a haystack a continent away.

“You’re so modest, Mace,” Clint snorted. “What else have you found?”

“There’s a rumor you have Morganna stashed in Diva’s basement suite.” Mace cast him a leer. “Now that sounds like fun. Can I come play, too?”

“Did you forget Morganna’s trigger-happy knee?” Clint asked him carefully.

“Not likely,” he growled, scowling. “I didn’t mean with her. Jeez, Clint, not all of us have lost our minds like you have.”

Boy, that one was the truth.

“Any leaks on Diego’s whereabouts?”

“Nothing yet. He’s staying hid real good. But we do have good ole Roberto Manuelo. He’s Diego’s right hand since Carmelita died. From everything I have coming in, it’s ole Manuelo that has the hard-on for you.” Mace stood from his chair, stretching the kinks out of his body before glancing back down at the computer. “I have some feelers out on his whereabouts. Kell and Ian are also on their way here. They’ll be able to cover your and Morganna’s asses after you leave here.”

“Have you briefed them on the situation?” The message was clear. If anything happened to Morganna, Clint was going hunting. Everyone responsible would pay.

“It’s been done.” Mace nodded firmly. “I also have the info on Manuelo and several of Fuentes’ current head men. Those boys need to watch their asses better. My sources have been spilling info since last night.”

“Pull it up.” Clint walked over to the computers. “Once we make our appearance at Diva’s, then he’ll make his hit. If he goes true to form, he’ll not come himself, though. He’ll send his best men, so we can at least slow him down for a while and hopefully get the location of the lab they’re using for that drug. And Nathan’s whereabouts.”

Macey stilled. “Nathan wouldn’t willingly give info,” he said.

“And his training to resist the drugs came second only to Kell’s,” Clint reminded him. “He’s the only one that could have given the names of the teams that took him out.”

“Damn,” Macey sighed wearily before turning back to the plan they were working up. “What’s the chance of pedestrian casualties in this thing?”

Mace’s fingers were moving over the computer keyboard as he began to pull in information.

“Almost zero,” Clint sighed. “Diego doesn’t hit en masse. He likes to think he’s subtle. He likes to prove he’s the better gamesman. He’ll want to take us out personally. My guess is since I was the commander of one of the teams that struck him, he wants to make an example of me and Morganna. He can’t do that if he does a wipe on the club.”

Clint ran over the information that popped up beneath Mace’s talented fingers. There were four listed as Fuentes’ generals, Manuelo among them. There was Diego’s bastard uncle Jose and his nephew Santiago as well as a smaller player from a year ago.

“When Kell and Ian get here, I’ll apprise Morganna of the plan we have in place.” Clint rubbed at his jaw as he read the data on the screen. “We’ll get moving this evening.”

“She’s going to be jumping out of her skin to get started,” Mace grunted. “That woman is an adrenaline junkie, Clint. Maybe even as bad as you are. She’ll be raring to go.”

That was what he knew, and it terrified the hell out of him.

“Kell and Ian are itching to get started as well. They’ll be here soon.”

“How many know about this place?” Clint frowned.

“Just the right people,” Mace assured him. “Men who know to keep their damned mouths shut, that’s for sure. Did you think you were my only leak? I love ya, man, but you’re a rare visitor and I get lonely.” He waggled his brows and pursed his lips in a comic display of utterly false affection.

“Let me have your keyboard.” Clint waved Mace away from the computer. “I need to run a few checks of my own on some of the regulars I recognized at Diva’s.”

“Spoilsport.” Mace lumbered from the chair. “You can play with my toys, but yours racks me. That’s just so not right, man.”

Clint’s snort of laughter was followed by the sound of a door slamming. He turned, eyes narrowing, as he watched Morganna smile benignly at both of them.

“I bet Clint isn’t rude enough to get inside and play with your hard drive, either, Mace.” She arched a brow mockingly as she padded across the room.

Mace shifted nervously, rubbing his hand over his chin as he flashed her a bright smile.

“Sunshine. I hope you slept well?” Amusement laced his voice as he steered carefully clear of her.

Her lips twitched as her gaze flicked from Mace to meet Clint’s. Laughter lurked in the gray depths and tugged at her lips. With her hair falling in disarray around her face, the loose T-shirt and pajamas, and her bare feet, she reminded him of the precocious teenager she used to be.

“I got cold.” Her gaze was warm, heating him in ways he knew he should be terrified of.

Instead, he swiveled around until he faced her fully and patted his knee in invitation. She fitted against him perfectly as her arms looped around his neck and she perched on his lap.

“He has work to do,” Mace grumbled. “You should fix more pancakes.”

“Give me a reason to cook, Mace,” she drawled mockingly. “I do my best work after seeing grown men twitching in pain.”

“Then beat up on him,” he grunted, pointing to Clint. “Instead of cuddling against him like a damned kitten. Some things just ain’t right.”

Clint smoothed his cheek over Morganna’s hair, watching Mace scowl at both of them.

“Do your thing on my computer, Mac, and get it over with. Then you can explain this harebrained scheme you’ve set up with Drage Masters and that balls-busting woman of his. Smith and Morganna here ought to get along just fine.”

There was a triumphant glitter in Mace’s eyes as he spoke, a smirk on his lips as he met Clint’s gaze. Clint sighed, shaking his head as he felt Morganna tense in his arms.

“What is he talking about?” She tilted her head back to stare at him, putting his lips much too close to hers.

He couldn’t help dipping his head that last inch for a kiss. She was sleep-tousled, soft in his arms, and what he was about to do was clenching his guts with dread.

When he lifted his head, bittersweet satisfaction raged through him at the misty emotion in her eyes and the flush to her cheeks.

“He’s talking about taking out Fuentes.” Clint grimaced, pushing her up from his lap before patting her rear and allowing his hand to linger, to enjoy the soft curve and warm flesh beneath the cotton.

“I thought that was the object all along.” She crossed her arms beneath her breasts. Breasts tipped with pebble-hard nipples despite the frown on her face.

Clint stared back at her, steeling himself against the decision he had made, praying to God for a miracle.

“You have your wish,” he told her. “We’re going to Diva’s tonight. We’ll be staying in a suite in the lower level, and working with Drage Masters and his head of security, Jayne Smith. We’re going to draw Fuentes’ men out and see how many we can take down. Manuelo will know where the lab is; we suspect he’s the head of that little operation.”

“What about the mole on Joe’s team?” Clint watched her eyes sharpen, watched the sense of excitement that filled her eyes even as calculated intelligence began to gleam in the stormy depths of her gaze. Damn, she could be scary sometimes.

“We’re after him, too. Joe’s only in so far as using his team to watch and provide backup. He’s unaware we’re also working to uncover the mole he doesn’t want to admit he has. We’re in a dual operation here, Morganna. It’s not going to be easy—”

“Bullshit!” She waved the warning away. “If we’re working together we can do it, Clint. I saw Masters’ computer setup; his system is state-of-the-art.”

“It was compromised, though.” Clint explained the drugging of the girl the night before and the bastard’s awareness of the cameras in place. “He’s changed his camera angles and added a few, but Joe doesn’t know this. He’s also added a secondary surveillance point to the computers. Those in his office won’t display the two additional cameras. Those will be in another room. Joe’s group will be given a quick explanation of the setup and then we’ll see what happens.”

Morganna watched Clint closely. He was in SEAL mode now, hard-eyed, his voice firm as he laid out the operation and answered her questions. He was talking to her. He wasn’t ordering her. He wasn’t treating her like an extra he had to deal with. He was working with her. And the plan he and Drage had come up with was a damned good one.

“I’m pulling in two of my men on this as well.” Clint turned to the computer, motioning her over as he pulled up their information. “They’re regulars at Merlin’s. Know them?”

She stared at the screen. “Kell and Ian. I don’t know their last names. They pretty much stay to themselves, other than whatever women they have on their arms. They like to watch us dance.” She waggled her brows mockingly. “They like that a lot.”

“I bet they do,” Clint growled, a scowl marking his face. “You know what that dance floor is, right, Morganna?”

“Of course I do.” She shrugged negligently. “The droves of wolves pick their innocent little lambs from within the writhing masses of bodies. Only the, quote, unquote, subs take to the dance floor. They’re out there to be seen, to be lusted over and watched.”

“So why were you out there?” Clint’s voice was dark, possessive. She loved it.

“Because I like to dance. If I wanted a Dom, I could pick one myself. I don’t need to literally put myself up for auction to do it. Why did you think I was there?” She propped her hand on her hip as she regarded him with mocking amusement.

“You’re a menace,” he muttered, his hands moving over the computer keys as he followed the information Mace had pulled up.

“You say that as though you doubted it, Clint,” she drawled, ambling over to the couch and the stacks of boutique bags sitting there. “Whose clothes?”

“Yours. Smith went shopping for you.” He sounded less than pleased. “I haven’t looked at them yet. I was afraid to.”

It was a good thing he hadn’t. Morganna looked into each bag, restraining her smile as she glimpsed the clothes the other woman had bought. Jayne Smith just had righteous taste. She was definitely going to have to go shopping with her soon.

“I’ll go through them later then.” Morganna picked up the bags and carried them into the bedroom. “Are you hungry, or have you eaten?”

“Hungry.” Mace’s voice was almost desperate. “Pancakes.”

She rolled her eyes. She should fix bologna sandwiches instead, except she was rather hungry herself. Besides, she had a feeling she was going to definitely need her strength to work with Clint. SEAL mode was complete Dom mode. Obey me, do it my way, tough-assed alpha. She smiled slowly. Working with Clint was going to be a lot of fun.

 

Dark had settled outside the house when Kell Krieger and Ian Richards stepped into the basement, staring back at Clint and Mace with hard expressions. Morganna had talked to them several times, had danced with them, but the steely glints in their eyes had always had her pulling back warily. These weren’t men you played with, and until Clint, Morganna hadn’t been interested in any sort of relationship, especially the fully committed ones she had a feeling both men would require.

“Chief.” Ian nodded his dark blond head at Clint, his brown eyes assessing.

Clint stood by the couch behind Morganna’s sitting position. She had drawn her legs up, regarding the two men over her upraised knees.

“I had a feeling you were hiding out with her.” Ian’s hazel eyes lit with a glint of laughter. “You’re trouble, woman.”

Her lips twitched as she glanced up at Clint. He didn’t look happy.

“I thought you didn’t know them very well?” he half-snarled down at her.

“I don’t.” She smiled. “Just enough to know to steer a wide path around them when they’re hunting for a woman. They’re worse than those wolves I mentioned earlier.”

Kell shook his head as Ian chuckled at the description.

“We checked Markwell’s body before coming here,” Kell told them then. “They did a number on him, Chief.”

Morganna blinked her eyes against her tears as she ducked her head. Clint wasn’t talking about the man he had lost; he wasn’t mentioning it. He wasn’t cold, but he had grown distant over the last few hours, his dark blue eyes cool and shadowed.

“Come on over here and I’ll explain what’s going on.” Clint led them over to the small kitchen table where the wall and surface of the table were littered with drawings and printouts.

She laid her arm on the back of the couch, watching the four men as they talked. For once, Clint wasn’t dressed in leather. He wore jeans, boots, and a white cotton shirt. The clothes, rather than detracting from the strength of his body, emphasized it instead.

Black strands of hair fell over his brow as he lowered his head, discussing the operation with the other two men; the short growth of a beard and mustache gave him a rakish, wicked look. She liked it. She had especially liked the feel of it against her skin in the tub earlier.

“Your main job is to watch her.” He turned then, pointing imperiously toward Morganna as she rolled her eyes. “If you know her, then you’re very well aware of the fact that she’s as slippery as an eel and twice as dangerous. Fuentes’ men are determined to get their hands on her. If they take her, there’s going to be hell to pay. From me and Reno.” He stared back at the two men fiercely. “Be sure you want to take that risk.”

Kell turned and winked back at her. “We’ve been practicing over the last two years. I think we can keep up with her.”

It would have been nice if they had informed her that they actually knew Clint and Reno. She could have managed to avoid them as well.

She caught the tightening of Clint’s jaw and the flare of anger in his eyes before he hid it. A sigh slipped past her lips. Pushing him past this jealousy stuff wasn’t going to be easy. It was never smart to tempt a man’s beast, but in this case, he’d best keep the jealousy thing under control.

She had a feeling she now knew why she had never met the men in Reno’s and Clint’s units. Clint didn’t want her anywhere around them.

“Be sure you do,” Clint muttered. “And while you’re undressing her with your eyes, try to leave enough clothes on her for decency’s sake.”

That one surprised her. Morganna lifted her brow as the other men chuckled, turning from her, but Clint’s gaze lingered, dark, assessing. She winked back at him, pursing her lips in an airy kiss before rising from the couch.

“Have fun plotting and planning, boys.” She looked at the clock on the wall. “I need to get showered and dressed if we’re going to get out of here on time.”

She had left it to the last possible moment. It wouldn’t do to give Clint time to actually protest the clothes she had chosen to wear for the night.

“There’s a duffel by the bed. Pack the rest of the clothes in there, Morganna. We’ll be taking them with us,” Clint stated absently as she headed for the bedroom.

“I’ll be sure to, cupcake.” She kept her back to him. “See you in a bit.”

“Cupcake?” Ian turned back to Clint, his gaze going over the tall, lean form and the fierce scowl that creased his expression.

“Get fucked!” Clint growled, turning back to the plans they had laid out.

“Only one game in sight right now; do we take dibs?” Kell murmured.

Clint lifted his gaze, his midnight eyes turning icy, filled with a promise of retribution. “Ask Mace.”

Ian turned to Mace, a smirk on his lips. “You’re still alive.”

“Trying out for soprano, though,” Mace sighed. “That woman has a wicked knee and perfect aim. Watch your hands there, Ian my man; she can do some damage.”

“And if she doesn’t, I will.” And there was no mistaking the intent behind that voice. Deadly. Menacing. Clint McIntyre had staked his claim. “Now get your head out of your pants and back to protocol here. We want to finish this up fast. I want this taken care of and taken care of now.”


 


Chapter 24

 

 

Clint didn’t know exactly what he expected in the way of Morganna’s clothes. Tight leather, maybe. The little schoolgirl outfit. His blood pressure could have handled either one. But what she walked out of the bedroom wearing an hour later damned near sent him into cardiac arrest.

The long-sleeved crop top and matching pants had sexy cutouts on the front and at the sides. Cutouts nothing, the hips and thighs were nothing but stretching straps of material and too damned narrow for his peace of mind. Her soft little pussy was barely concealed. Long sleeves covered her arms and fitted over the sides of her breasts. It covered her nipples. Maybe. The straps on her thighs were copied across her breasts, and the material stopped just below those full breasts. There was way too much silken skin left bare from the bottoms of her breasts to the juncture of her thighs. It was made to fit like a glove and that was exactly what it did.

The four-inch black heels made her legs look a damned mile long and fit for nothing but wrapping around his thighs.

Clint was aware of the other three men staring at her, jaws unhinged, their eyes bulging, as she paused halfway across the room, swung out a hip, and propped her hand on it and tilted her head mockingly.

“Are you going to get dressed?” Her gaze met his, jerking him back into reality rather than the fantasy of fucking her silly in the middle of Mace’s basement.

“I will if you will.” He forced himself to speak, though how he managed it with the lust choking him to death, he wasn’t certain.

“You’re funny.” She smiled gently. Gently. She didn’t even bother to show the least bit of concern that he was about to cover her with a blanket and hide her in a damned closet. “But you’d better hurry. I think you said Drage was supposed to be waiting to slip us into the club.”

“And leave you here alone?” He blinked back at her. Yeah, he really thought maybe he should just drag her into the bedroom and put those pajamas back on her. They were a lot better. They weren’t capable of causing a riot.

“Yes, you are going to leave me in here alone with these three yahoos just waiting to make a smart comment.” She arched her brow at the other men. “I’d hurry if I were you, too. Or I might end up making pancakes.”

Pancakes? Oh yeah, she cooked when she was pissed.

He glared at the three men. “Touch her and I’ll kill all of you. Better yet, stop looking at her. It’s pissing me off.”

He stomped from the room before he heard more than a snicker. He didn’t pause as he passed Morganna; he couldn’t. If he did, he would end up throwing her over his shoulder again and hauling her straight to the bed. Damn. Could a man die of a hard-on?

 

The music was pumping from Diva’s as Clint pulled the BMW up to the back entrance. The door opened smoothly, revealing Jayne Smith, outfitted in skintight leather, biker boots, and a pistol held close to her thigh.

“Righteous.” She grinned and lifted her fist to Morganna as she glanced at the outfit.

Meeting the other woman’s fist with hers, Morganna slid a look to Clint’s closed expression, winking back at Jayne subtly. He hadn’t said two words since he had come out of the bedroom dressed in the leather pants, shitkicker boots, and black shirt and leather jacket. He looked hot as hell, in more ways than one, Morganna thought with an inward laugh.

“Everything is in place.” Jayne hid her smile as she nodded back to Clint. “The lower suite has a private entrance to it, or you can use the main entrance. We’ll slip you down in the private elevator and you can come back upstairs through the main entrance. No one will know you just arrived.”

She slid a key card into the elevator’s security slider and ushered them inside.

“Is Joe’s team in place?” Clint questioned as the doors slid closed.

“All but the tech in the van.” She nodded. “I managed to get a little bug inside the vehicle, though. If he calls out to Fuentes, we’ll know it.”

Morganna caught the look Clint slid her way. “Where did you get your bugs?”

“I make them myself,” Jayne drawled. “Want a few?”

His answer was a noncommittal grunt.

“I think he’s upset with you, Jayne,” Morganna sighed. “He doesn’t like the outfit.”

“What outfit?” he growled. “There’s no outfit to it. A few strips of cloth, that’s it.”

Jayne lifted her brows mockingly as she glanced at Morganna. Morganna sighed. Again.

“She’ll be noticed.” Jayne shrugged in unconcern. “The object is to have her seen and to push Fuentes into making his move soon. If he makes it while we’re prepared, we have a better chance.”

Morganna glanced at Clint as he turned his gaze to Jayne. The flat, knowing glint in his eye had her lips twitching. Yeah, he was aware of all that, but that didn’t mean he liked any of it.

“Here we are,” Jayne announced as the elevator slid to a smooth stop. “We’ve had all the security pass cards into the suite changed.” She handed Clint a key card, which he tucked into the front pocket of his pants. “You’re fully stocked with drinks and snacks; if you want anything in the way of meals, Drage’s chef will take care of you. His number is beside the phone in the kitchenette.”

Morganna stepped from the elevator, entering an opulent, richly designed sitting room the size of the lower floor of her house. A wide leather couch and matching chairs sat well back from a gas-lit fireplace. The opposite wall held a huge wall-mounted television.

The small dining room and kitchenette were open into the living room except for gleaming marble columns used as ceiling support. A wide hallway led to the bedrooms. Clint set the duffel bags he had carried from the car beside the couch and turned back to Jayne.

“I’m carrying. Make sure your men are aware of that.”

Jayne grimaced. House policy was no weapons, period. The entrance and exits were equipped with advanced electronic sensors to help pick up any handguns being slipped into the club. “I assumed you were. Stay away from the entrances and we’ll be fine. I’ve already alerted my men. The bouncers on duty tonight were handpicked by me and are trustworthy. So we should be good to go.”

He nodded. “We’ll be up momentarily.”

Jayne’s lips twitched as Morganna rolled her eyes; the invitation to leave was clear.

“I’ll see you upstairs then.” Jayne nodded briskly as she turned back to the elevator.

Silence filled the room as she stepped into the elevator and the door slid shut. Clint turned to Morganna, his gaze brooding as he swept over her outfit.

“I wouldn’t start over the outfit again, Clint,” she warned him softly, her eyes narrowing at the dangerous glint in his eyes.

He looked rakish, wicked with the new growth of beard that he hadn’t shaven. His midnight blue eyes were dark, filling with lust and just a hint of danger as he advanced on her.

Morganna backed up warily.

“Do you think I’d hurt you?” His voice was a sensual rasp across her senses as she swallowed with difficulty.

Morganna shook her head slowly. “No. You would never strike me.” There were other ways to hurt her. He could gain her cooperation with his touch, make her dress in a nun’s habit and enjoy it, until the haze of sexual pleasure wore off. He made her weak. He made her want to give in to him, made her wonder if that would hold him to her forever, even though she knew better.

“Then why are you backing away from me?” He continued to advance on her. She continued to move backward until she came up against one of the thick column supports.

She breathed, a quick, hard inhalation as he caught her wrists, gripping both in one hand as he pulled her arms over her head, holding them against the post.

“Do you know what that outfit does to me, Morganna?” he whispered.

“Pisses you off?” she guessed, fighting to tamp down the nervousness rising within her.

“It makes me very hard. Very horny. It makes me want to prove to every moron looking at you exactly who you belong to.”

“I belong to me, Clint.” Oh man, God was gonna get her bad for that lie.

“And that outfit proves it,” he growled, his other hand gripping her hip, jerking her against his harder body as his knees dipped, driving his erection against the soft mound of her sex. “But baby, we both know the real truth.”

His lips covered hers, but rather than the fierce, dominant kiss she expected, they sank into hers instead as a hungry growl left his throat.

Morganna felt her chest tighten painfully as his eyes grew heavy lidded but still stared deep into hers. His lips moved over hers, his tongue licking at her lips, his hips moving against her, stroking the suddenly swollen, throbbing bundle of nerves between the folds of her sex through the material of their clothes.

A whimper of longing, of emotion, left her lips at the exquisite pleasure, the sense of slow-building heat, overtaking her.

Clint owned her with this kiss, and she knew it. The soft rasp of his beard against her skin, the way his lips stroked hers, his tongue tangling with hers as his eyes held her gaze.

She strained against him, feeling her heart racing in her chest as her nerve endings sensitized, heated. The extreme tenderness of the kiss was like velvet, but beneath it was steel, fire-forged, dominant.

“When I get you back here,” he whispered, “what’s left of those clothes you’re wearing will be peeled from your body, Morganna. Slowly. And then you’re mine. While you’re mine . . .” He took small kisses from her, pulling at her lips, making her moan at the threat of the deeper, darker passion she could feel just beneath the surface. “I’ll show you what happens to bad little girls who run around half-dressed.”

“Hmm, promise?” Her teeth caught his lips as he moved to pull back, seeing the flare of surprise, of possessive dominance, that flared in his eyes.

The primal growl that rumbled in his chest was her only warning before he stole the kiss from her. Catching her closer, releasing her hands as his fingers gripped her hair and pulled her head back for the deep mating thrust of his tongue into her mouth as his lips slanted over hers.

Oh yes. This was what she liked. A powerful, convulsive clench of her womb had her breath hitching as her hands tangled in his hair to hold him closer. The rasp of his beard, the corded power in his long, leanly muscled body, combined to overwhelm her senses.

“Enough.” He pulled back, his breathing as harsh, as heavy, as her own. “You would tempt a saint.” His lips were pulled back from his teeth in a grimace of pain-filled hunger that echoed in her body.

“Well . . . you’re not a saint . . .” she panted. “Am I tempting you anyway?”

He groaned, a snort of laughter mixing with the sound as he laid his forehead against hers and stared back at her with heated need.

“Be careful up there,” he whispered. “Reno would kick my ass if anything happened to you.”

And how would he feel? She smiled, knowing, feeling, the determination in him, the emotion, unspoken, undefined, but whipping from him like invisible waves of power.

“I’ll keep you safe from Reno then,” she promised softly. “Come on, big boy; let’s go fight some bad guys.”


 


Chapter 25

 

 

This wasn’t going to work.

Clint could feel the blood rushing through his veins, pounding beneath his flesh. A fine film of sweat covered his skin, his sensitive skin. The heavy beat of the music was almost a physical caress as the waves of sound rushed around him, heavy with the singer’s strident moans, her throaty, sexual cries of passion. Cries that reminded him of Morganna’s. And as he listened, he watched.

She moved to the dance floor within the first half hour in the club, joining her friends Jenna and the dark-skinned young man, Sandy.

Sandoval Mitchell was of South American descent, twenty-seven years old and a student at the university. He was a regular club-goer, though not an active part of the peripheral BDSM community.

At the moment, he was in danger of extinction. Honest to God, if he touched Morganna one more time, Clint swore he was going to rip Mitchell’s hands off. Not that the other man had touched her in any way indecent. It was just the fact that he was touching her.

Touching bare skin displayed by that mockery of an outfit she wore, his eyes frankly admiring as they went over her. Of course, she had ignored Clint’s request to stick close to his table as most of the women who had taken Doms as their lovers were doing.

The little witch had laughed at the order. She was there to dance, not to fetch his drinks, she had informed him.

The dance floor was the central attraction of the club. Here the submissives vying for a Dom, or to please one, danced with abandon. At least, Morganna danced with abandon. She danced like she made love, without reservation. And to this song it was the worst torture. “French Kiss.” The song was pure sex. Morganna was pure carnal heat.

Her hands smoothed down her mostly naked thighs as her head tipped back, her long hair caressing her bare hips as her hands came back up her thighs, caressing slowly across her midriff as her head rose, eyes slitting open. Her gaze locked with his as her hands moved slowly, lifting until they clasped above her head as her body swayed.

The beat picked up, the moans and passionate cries echoing around him as her hips kept in time to the beat, moving side to side as her hair swept around her like a silken curtain.

Perspiration glistened on her flesh; her eyes gleamed with purpose, with desire. She beckoned him with her look, with the movements of her body. Sent shards of hunger to rip at his tortured cock as he shifted in his chair.

Damn her. Son of a bitch, he was going to tie her down and spank her bottom red. She had him ready for her now, ready to pick her up, rip those next-to-nothing pants from her body, and fill her as deep and as hard as he could go.

When the song finally came to an end, he found himself breathing in deep, relief warring with driving lust. The song might have changed, but Morganna’s energy hadn’t. Her love for the music was clear on her expressive face; her joy in the movement, in tempting him, making him crazy, was even more evident.

His fingers tightened around the drink sitting on the table before him as he lifted it to his lips and consumed the liquor he had ordered. Pure, raw Jack burned its way down his esophagus as he fought back the lust.

He was here to do a job, not to pant after that damned wildcat he couldn’t seem to get enough of. He could barely keep the sweat of pure driving lust out of his eyes enough to do that.

Clint grimaced at the thought. He knew she was dangerous to his self-control and mental health years before. He’d had no idea how true that was until now.

“Clint, I hear you snagged our girl’s apprenticeship.” Timothy Wagner, the stocky Dom sitting across the table from him, lifted his drink as though in congratulations. “There are a lot of jealous men watching tonight, my friend.”

Clint let his lips quirk into a facsimile of an amused grin. Truth be told, he wanted to rip Wagner’s face off.

“She’s a joy on the dance floor,” Timothy called out again. “Watching her is better than foreplay.”

Better than foreplay? Clint stared back at Timothy broodingly before dragging his gaze back to Morganna. She had retreated farther within the circle of dancers, obviously talking with Jenna and the young man, Sandy, as they all danced. The other woman had a less sophisticated style of dance. More gyration than flow with an explicit grinding of hips that did little for Clint. Morganna was like water, though, all smooth moves and swaying desire.

His cock throbbed at the memory of holding her, possessing her, as she moved like that beneath him.

His gaze moved over the dance floor farther, eyes narrowed against the clash of light coming from the strobes and the haze of smoke slowly building from the cigarette smokers. Shade and Reese were within feet of her, dancing with several of the young women on the floor. It wasn’t unusual to see a Dom dancing with the women, and Clint had to admit no one could have mistaken the two Rangers for less than full alphas.

There were a lot of new dancers, which wasn’t unusual. He recognized Craig making his rounds as well as Joe as he lounged lazily against the far wall. Grant Samuels was missing, called home unexpectedly.

Clint continued to survey the club, coming back every few minutes to Morganna as he listened to the pulse of music and hollow voices in the receiver at his ear punctuated with the reports coming from the technician in the van that had accessed Drage’s security cameras.

Morganna continued to dance, conversing as she moved, laughing, enjoying the freedom of movement. She was drifting farther into the crowd, which made him nervous.

“You can’t take your eyes off her, Clint.” Timothy’s voice was smug, superior. “You’re going to lose control of her at this rate.”

As though anyone would ever have control of Morganna. There was no controlling her; he was learning that quickly.

“She’ll do okay.” He had refrained from commenting much due to the simple fact that Morganna wore the same receiver in her ear that he wore in his.

As the wave of the crowd moved around her, Clint kept his eyes on the top of her head, tensing as the dancers shifted as well. Jenna was moving farther and farther away from Morganna, as was Sandy. Clint couldn’t glimpse the man dancing next to her now but had noticed the other man’s fondness for her hair. He kept touching it. Kell and Ian were still close to her. Catching Kell’s attention, Clint flicked his gaze deliberately on the stranger, indicating that they should stay close. Something about the man made Clint uncomfortable.

The two SEALs were on radio silence, unknown to Joe and his team. Which meant the mole couldn’t mark them. Kell nodded imperceptibly before he and Ian began to move in, drawing the women dancing with them closer.

A short pulse of static at Clint’s ear heralded the tech in the van.

“Boys and girls, we have an anomaly at the club’s back door. Do you have that, Drage?”

“We have it,” Drage answered. “Jayne is heading there. It appears the security lock is being disengaged. Can you see anything?”

“Nada, too many shadows,” the tech answered.

Clint’s gaze jerked to the dance floor’s exit leading to the private halls and the back door. Jayne Smith was gliding smoothly through the entranceway, her shoulders straight and tense as she headed for the area.

As Timothy’s voice droned in the background, Clint swung his gaze back to the dance floor. Once again Morganna had moved, and this time he had lost sight of her. Standing easily to his feet, he searched the floor, finally catching a glimpse of her on the far side with Ian and Kell moving in close synchronization with her and the stranger.

The stranger was making Clint damned nervous. He was too careful, keeping his face shadowed and out of Clint’s range of vision. And he was too close to her. If it were any other woman, Clint would have felt a spurt of jealous anger. But he knew Morganna now, and he knew damned well she wouldn’t allow another man to dance that closely with her.

“Who’s the stranger?” Clint snapped out, moving along the edge of the dance floor.

“We can’t get an ID. He’s keeping himself shielded,” Joe reported. “He reminds me of the bastard trying to slip that last girl the drug.”

Which was exactly what Clint was thinking. “Craig, can you see anything?” he questioned, watching the taller forms of his men as they moved into combat mode. He knew the signs. Their bodies were tense, prepared, the subtle hand signals they sent back to him warning.

Morganna didn’t appear to be dancing anymore; neither did the stranger. Dressed in heavy leather, a hat shielding his face, the figure led her to the edge of the dance floor; coming up quickly on the rear was the young man Sandy.

“Morganna, is everything okay?” Clint snapped the question, knowing the sensitive mic on the receiver would pick up his words.

There was no answer.

“Morganna, report.”

“Her receiver is disabled,” the tech suddenly reported. “We have no contact with her. I repeat, no contact.”

“Kell? Report.” Radio silence be damned.

“We can’t get a clear look at his face, but she’s scared. We have them covered for now, but he has ahold on her upper arm. I think he’s heading for the exit.”

“Converge.” Clint snapped the word into the receiver as he headed for the back door.

“Fuck! We have a security breach at the exit. Jayne is covering. The bastard just led Morganna into a blind zone, Clint. I can’t see her anymore.” Drage’s voice was dark with anger as Clint moved quickly along the side of the dance floor, once again losing sight of Morganna.

The bastard had somehow tagged the cameras again.

“Use camera backup, Drage; we have a problem on the floor,” Clint snapped into the link.

“Backup is running, but the crowd is too thick,” Drage retorted.

“She’s being led to the exit at the far end of the floor. Lyons.” Clint spoke to the tech. “Can you pull the van around and check out the action there?”

There was no answer.

“Lyons, report,” Joe snapped into the link.

“I’m heading for the back door,” Craig reported.

“I have a bouncer heading there as well,” Drage came back. “Clint, do you have a sighting yet?”

“Ian. Kell. Report.” Clint pushed his way through the crowd, desperate to get to Morganna now.

“Fuck!” Kell’s voice was low, furious. “The bastard has a gun on her, Clint. It’s hidden between his body and hers and the grip on her arm is a tight one. This is going to get sticky.”

“Who the hell is that, Clint?” Joe was snarling. “What the hell is going on?”

“Backup,” Clint snarled. “Concentrate on Morganna. The bastard who has hold of her is your mole, man, and since only one of your men is unaccounted for, want to bet who it is?”

Clint knew who it was.

“I have bouncers covering the door, and the outside cameras are showing action outside it.”

As Drage spoke, the crowd began to surge mindlessly. Screams rose above the sound of the music as Clint jerked his revolver from the small of his back and rushed for the center of the disturbance and began to pray.

 

Morganna knew the minute grant Samuels danced up to her that something was wrong. For one thing, he wasn’t wearing his trademark ball cap. But if that hadn’t been a clue, the minute he reached out and quickly slipped the receiver from her ear, she had known she was in trouble.

The gun suddenly pressing into her side was a good indication as well.

“Clint isn’t this stupid,” she warned Grant desperately as he led her to the far side of the dance floor. “You know that, Grant.”

This was Joe’s mole, and the shock of it was nearly mind-numbing. At least it would have been mind-numbing if she wasn’t so damned scared. Fear had a way of clearing the mind, and suddenly everything in Morganna’s head was crystal clear.

“It doesn’t matter now, Morganna.” His voice was cold, unregretful. “They won’t know it was me. That’s all that matters. All I have to do is get you to the back door, and Fuentes’ men will take over. No one will even know when or where you disappeared.”

Oh yeah, she was just going to go peacefully here. She stared around her, catching Reese’s gaze and the confidence in his face. He was aware of what was going on, covering her, but that gun in her side was pretty damned threatening.

“Are you crazy?” She tugged at the painful hold Grant had on her arm. “Do you think Clint will just sit nice and still once he loses sight of me?”

“He’ll depend on Lyons’ and Drage’s camera abilities.” Grant’s voice was calm. “I know where the cameras are and how to avoid them. No problem. Lyons will be dead by now, which is regretful, but not really a problem.”

God, Grant spoke so coldly of the death of a man Morganna could have sworn was his friend. Of the whole team, Grant had always seemed the most solid, the most dependable.

“Don’t do this, Grant.” Fear rose like a dark cloud within her mind as she fought his hold. “You know what Fuentes will do to me.”

Would Clint risk a gunshot to her to keep her from being taken? Morganna knew if Grant managed to get her to that door, then she was dead.

“Do I act like I care?”

He sure as hell didn’t sound as though he cared. She glanced into the stony, hard expression and knew he didn’t care.

“Why are you doing this?” The gun dug harder into her back as she fought against him. “I haven’t done anything to you.”

“No. You didn’t,” he agreed, his voice benign. “I’m afraid you’ve been caught in a very clever trap I only meant to use against Joe. You brought yourself into it, Morganna.”

“Let me go.” They were getting closer to the back exit and still Kell or Ian hadn’t made a move on Grant.

She had a chance of surviving a gunshot. A slim one, yes, but a chance. And if she did die, at least it would be fast. If Fuentes got hold of her, death would not come easy, nor would it come peacefully.

“I won’t let you take me, Grant.” She dug her feet in as they reached the wall and he began leading her to the exit light that glowed in the color of blood.

Something in her voice, in the sudden resistance of her body, had him pausing. He jerked her closer, bringing a gasp from her lips as his hand tightened around her upper arm.

“A gut shot hurts real bad, Morganna,” he sneered as he pressed the gun into her abdomen. “There’s no way Clint will get you to the hospital in time, and even if he did get you there before you died, you’d never survive surgery. Just think, with Clint’s contacts, he might find you before Fuentes kills you. You have a chance by going peacefully.”

Morganna tightened her lips in the almost certain knowledge that she was going to die there.

“Shoot me.” She fought him as he began to pull her to the door. “I won’t let you do this.”

“Then I’ll shoot a few friends of yours; how does that sound?” The pain as his grip tightened further stole her breath as her knees weakened. “Do you want to choose the first one I shoot on that dance floor, Morganna?” He turned her until she could see the dancers, most of whom she knew, at least in passing. “How many should I start with? One? Three? I have a dozen bullets in this clip just waiting to discharge. Pick out the first one.”

Oh God! Morganna felt the strength leave her body, felt horror fill her soul as she saw the determination in Grant’s stone-hard brown eyes. He would do it. He had nothing to lose.

“Please don’t do this.” The fear raging inside her left her shaking, desperate. There had to be an escape.

“Are you going to move, or do I start shooting?”

She moved. Her breathing became jerky as terror started to overwhelm her, whipping through her mind as she fought to find an escape. There had to be a way to stop this, to stop him, but as the door ahead slowly came nearer and no help arrived, hysteria began to edge at her mind.

“Hey, Morganna.” Sandy stepped in her way, his dark eyes staring down at her as he smiled with an easy, engaging grin that was just a shade tighter than he normally used. “Where’s your boyfriend?”

“Behind her,” Grant growled. “Get out of the way.”

“Hey, dude.” Sandy blinked, glancing from Grant to Morganna. “He’s not your boyfriend. What’s up?”

Yeah, what was up? This wasn’t the quiet, almost shy Sandy she knew.

“Excuse us, Sandy—”

“Are you crying, Morganna?” He tilted his head, his body shifting just enough that if Grant tried to shoot him, he would have to reveal the gun first, rather than keeping it hidden between them. “You making her cry, man?” Sandy glanced back at Grant.

“If you don’t move, I’m going to make you cry,” Grant snarled.

“Fine. Whatever.”

Morganna had no warning of what was coming next. Before she could prepare for it, before she had any clue that Sandy was as perceptive as he was, she felt herself being torn from Grant’s grasp and flung against the wall. She bounced against it, her head striking the stone as she heard the gun go off.

Somewhere, someone screamed her name. Funny, she didn’t feel as though she had been shot. She shook her head as she stumbled to the floor, staring around, dazed, her eyes widening as hard hands gripped her waist and pressed her closer to the wall.

Then she saw it. Clint and Grant fighting for the gun as the crowd began to flee. Another shot went off wild, screams echoing around her as Sandy collapsed against her.

He’d been shot. She twisted around, catching the young man as he collapsed to the floor.

“I’ll live.” He grimaced, snarled actually, his expression twisting painfully as his hands gripped his side.

“God! Are you insane!” she raged as she pressed her hand over his, feeling the blood seeping through his fingers. “Where the hell has your mind gone, Sandy?”

“Trust you . . . to bitch . . . at me,” he gasped, his face pale. “Bullet went through my side. Shit hurts.”

Oh hell. There was so much blood.

Another shot rang out as she lifted her head again, staring in shock as Joe stood to the side of the two grappling men, Clint and Grant. Joe’s gun was held in both hands, his expression so grief-stricken, so filled with pain, her breath caught.

Slowly, Grant slid from Clint’s grasp, the gun held between them falling to the ground as Clint caught him.

The music was silenced. An eerie, pervasive absence of sound filled the club as everyone watched.

“Bastard,” Grant gasped as his hand pressed to his chest. “You should be dead . . . not me. . . .” He coughed as Clint laid him on the floor. “You should be dead.”

Morganna’s eyes widened. They were friends. Joe treated Grant like a brother, loved him, always joked with him.

“Morganna?” Clint was beside her, pulling her to him as his hands began to move over her quickly, checking for injuries. But she couldn’t take her eyes from Joe. “Are you hurt, baby?”

She shook her head slowly. “Sandy.” She showed Clint the blood on her hands. “Sandy’s hurt.”

He moved to the younger man as Joe knelt beside Grant. They were inches apart. Joe’s face was expressionless, but his eyes raged with grief.

“Why?” She saw the word pass his lips. “Why, Grant?”

“Because I hate you. . . .” Grant coughed, blood seeping from his lips. “You got the promotion; you had Maggie—”

“You married Maggie. . . .” Joe shook his head. “She has nothing to do with this.”

“She does now.” The smile on Grant’s face was cruel, evil. “And you’ll never have her. Ever, Joe. Ever. . . .” The light dimmed in his eyes as death stole over him. Slowly. Completely.

“Morganna, dammit, are you okay?” Clint’s hands gripped her shoulders, shaking her fiercely as she turned her head back to him.

His face was white, his midnight blue eyes nearly black with rage as he glared down at her.

“I’m not hurt. Sandy?” She turned back to him, watching as Craig and Drage steadied the other man, applying towels to the wounds as a cacophony of voices began to surge through the club.

“Police and ambulances are on the way.” Jayne slid in to Drage’s side, her face bruised, her arm seeping blood beneath a hastily bandaged wound. “They hit the back door. The van tech is dead, but we managed to round up a couple of Fuentes’ men. He wasn’t with them.”

“You’re hurt.” Morganna shook her head, shock rising inside her quickly as tears began to fill her eyes. God, she shouldn’t be crying. They had survived. She had survived. Sandy would be okay, wouldn’t he? Clint was alive.

“I’m fine.” The woman’s eyes were stone cold, her voice level.

“Here, baby.” Clint wrapped his leather jacket around her as she realized she was shaking, shaking so hard her teeth were rattling.

“This sucks,” she said tearfully, forcing the words past her chattering teeth.

“Shock. You’ll get over it. And you did good, girlfriend,” Jayne assured her, a small smile softening her face. “And, Sandy, babe.” Jayne flashed him an approving smile. “You did good. Real good.”

Sandy stayed noticeably quiet as his gaze flickered back to Morganna.

“What were you doing?” she asked the young man. “How did you know?”

A bitter smile twisted his lips. “I tracked the drug here. Fuentes’ soldiers killed my mother, her husband, and my half sister in South America.”

“Delores.” Clint growled the name as he stared down at Sandy. Adam Delores had been one of the government employees on Fuentes’ payroll. He had also been one of the DEA’s inside men.

“Delores.” He nodded weakly. “They raped and murdered my younger sister before killing my mother and her husband. I couldn’t let them escape. I had no idea Fuentes was still alive, though.”

“He’s been here for more than a year tracking the drug, trying to uncover who was behind it,” Jayne added before quickly moving back and making way for the medics pushing their way to Sandy’s side.

“Morganna.” Clint turned her back to him, staring down at her worriedly. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“I’m fine.” She was still crying, though, and she hated that. “Grant was going to kill me, Clint.” She hadn’t expected this. She had expected a stranger, someone she didn’t know. Despite Clint’s assurances that there was a mole in Joe’s unit, she hadn’t really believed it.

“I know, baby.” Clint pushed her hair back, his fingers moving down her cheek before he pulled her into his embrace. “I know. I was right behind him. Sandy gave us the chance we needed to get you out of the line of fire.”

She held on to his back, shuddering at how close Sandy had come to dying for her. “It was Grant. I thought he was Joe’s friend. They were like brothers.”

“No, they weren’t.” Clint’s arms tightened around her. “Joe just thought they were. Hang on now, sweetie; the police are here and we have to sort everything out. We’ll get through this.”

She nodded against his shoulder. “We’ll get through it.” Her voice hitched as she fought her tears; then she straightened her shoulders and took a deep breath. “I’m okay.”

“I know you are, but I might not be.” He held her in place as she moved to push away from him. “Just hang on to me a minute, sweetheart. Let me assure myself you’re still in one piece. I think I died of fear when I saw that gun at your side.”

She trembled at the memory of it. He wasn’t alone. It was a damned good thing she hadn’t eaten dinner early, or she would have lost it on the dance floor when she realized what was going on.

“Clint. The police are here now.” Joe’s voice wasn’t normal, but she couldn’t expect it to be.

As Clint allowed her to turn from him, helping her to her feet, she faced the sorrow-filled expression in the other man’s face.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

Joe blinked back at her. “Why?”

Her gaze moved to the dead man stretched out on the floor, the blood staining his clothes from the wound to his chest. “He was your friend.”

Joe paused, his gaze flickering to the body before returning to her. “He was no friend of mine,” Joe said softly before turning away and moving toward the officers rushing into the club.


 


Chapter 26

 

 

Growth sucked. Maturing, seasoning, gaining experience, whatever the title, Morganna decided it was a pain in the . . . soul.

As the investigation officers swarmed into the club, followed by the Atlanta Division of Internal Affairs, to take over the case of the betrayal and death of Agent Grant Samuels, she saw another side of the horror she was facing in the job she had chosen. And she could feel that seasoning, that growth, rising inside her. Just as she felt the hollow certainty that Clint was right. This wasn’t the job for her.

It brought home a resounding crack of reality that she had been trying to avoid. The hard, cold look in Joe’s eyes, minutes after he’d shot and killed his best friend, reminded her too much of the banked ice she often saw in Clint’s gaze. The look of a man who had known betrayal, who had learned the price of trust. Of love. She didn’t want to ever learn those lessons.

As she gave the investigators her report, she watched Clint. The customers who had filled the club had been released, leaving Joe and his remaining agents, herself, and Clint. Kell and Ian had slipped out with the crowd to preserve their cover. It wasn’t over. Fuentes was still out there.

“You doing okay?” Clint moved next to her as the investigator took her signed report and moved to Joe.

She still wore Clint’s jacket pulled close around her to ward off the chill she could feel moving through her very bones.

“I’m doing fine.” She inhaled deeply, staring around the club with a sense of disbelief. “Any word on Fuentes?”

“Nothing.” Clint shook his head. “Jayne and her men apprehended a bastard uncle, Jose, and the nephew Santiago attempting to make their way into the private elevator that leads downstairs. They’re in custody now. Manuelo managed to slip away, but Kell and Ian are looking for him.”

Morganna propped her arms on the table she was sitting at and lowered her head to push her fingers through her hair.

“So what do we do now?” She stared around the club again, hearing the eerie echo of the officers’ voices as they cleared up the final investigative process.

Grant had been placed in a body bag and taken away, while two officers had been sent to his home to notify his wife of his death.

“Now we wait.” Clint sat down in the chair opposite her, stretching his long leather-clad legs in front of him as he watched her quietly. “And watch. He’ll move again soon.”

Morganna pressed her lips together as she clenched her teeth against the curse that wanted to pass her lips. She wanted this over with, now. She wanted Fuentes caught, wanted him off the streets and behind bars. She wanted to curl into Clint’s arms and assure herself that the ice lurking in the back of his gaze would melt, it would thaw, and he would find a way to stay in her life.

Maybe it was just adrenaline overload, she thought, lifting her eyes back to him, staring into the midnight orbs and feeling her chest clench at the cold that shadowed the concern. He cared, she knew he did, but not where it mattered, not where it would keep him with her forever. And she knew it. When this operation was over, Clint would be gone, and it was breaking her heart.

“So what next?” She pulled her eyes from his, hating the clenching pinch of pain in her chest.

“Next, we head downstairs, eat dinner, and—”

“I’m not hungry, Clint.”

“That’s just too bad, darlin’,” he drawled with silky warning. “Because I am, and I’m going to insist that you share a meal with me. Then we’ll have a nice hot shower and go to bed. Where hopefully I’ll get a chance to fuck the fight out of you so you can sleep peacefully in my arms.”

She stared back at him. A grin edged at his lips, crinkled the corners of his eyes, but the hand that lay on the table was tense, almost curled into a fist.

“Don’t put yourself out.” Morganna rose jerkily to her feet, glaring back at him in ire.

“Morganna.” He followed suit, moving to his feet to block her way. “What’s wrong?”

What was wrong? She had watched a friend betray her, watched another’s life destroyed, and it had brought home the glaring fact that the dreamworld she was living in was going to come crashing down around her feet any day.

It was in Clint’s eyes. In the careful deliberation he used when he “handled” her. He wanted her; he craved her physically; she was woman enough to know this. Hell, it was more than that. He loved her. He loved her so much that he would never allow himself to stay with her. The house of cards she had been building in her own heart was crumbling around her.

“Nothing’s wrong.” Nothing except the truth.

Clint wasn’t a man who changed his mind often. The vasectomy she had forced herself not to think about was a nail in the coffin of her dreams.

“Nothing’s wrong.” She shook her head, too worn inside to find the strength to cry. How many times had she cried? Given up? Only to turn back to him at the first opportunity. Because she continued to hope, to pray. To dream that the love she felt for him would thaw that layer of ice she felt in his heart.

“Baby.” His hand cupped her cheek as he stared down at her in bafflement. “It’s been a hell of a night. This business will break your soul if you let it. Don’t let it do that to you, Morganna.”

“Like it’s broken yours?” Her lips twisted painfully. “Where’s your soul, Clint?”

“Don’t, Morganna.” He shook his head, denying the unspoken question. “Look around you. The night has been filled with blood and betrayal. It’s enough to throw a hardened man off balance. It will throw you into chaos if you let it.”

Her lips trembled, but not from tears. She couldn’t cry.

“I’m tired. I just want to sleep. I don’t need sex tonight.”

He stared back at her broodingly. “Maybe I do. Maybe I need to feel you, Morganna, convince myself you’re really safe. That this time, you weren’t hurt. If you continue on in this, one of these days it’s going to be your body in a morgue, your life taken. Is that what you want? All your dreams blown to dust?”

She reached out, her fingers trailing over his hard jaw because she couldn’t help but touch him. Couldn’t help but love him. When this operation was over he would be gone and she knew it. He would walk away, and when he did her heart would follow him, just as it always had.

Each mission she would weep and worry. Each day without him would be an eternity. Each night without him would be bleak and cold. For a while. It was going to rip her heart out, but she would live, she assured herself. Just as she always had.

“Maybe you’re right,” she whispered, her fingers falling from the warmth of his skin. “Let’s go fuck like there’s no tomorrow, Clint.”

She saw the edgy wince at the corner of his eyes. He didn’t like the explicit term when she said it. Too bad. She was tired of making love alone.

“What are we waiting on?”

His eyes narrowed on her, a muscle ticcing in his jaw as she felt the air between them thicken with tension.

“You would drive a saint to drink,” he growled as he gripped her arm and began to lead her across the dance floor.

His fingers were gentle, though, his stride restrained as they headed for the hallway.

“Good thing you’re not a saint,” she quipped. “So you should be just fine.”

“Don’t start on me, Morganna. I swear to God, I thought I’d have a stroke when I saw that bastard leading you to that back door. Do you think I enjoyed that?”

“Yeah, Reno would have been pissed if you let me get shot. I can see your problem there.” She was pushing him. She was pushing herself. Grief was eating a hole in her heart, her soul, and she didn’t know how to contain it. She didn’t know how to deal with the loss she had seen this evening or the evil she had faced.

The look he gave her sizzled with ire.

“Oh, you’re going to make me shiver with that big bad SEAL look you have going there, Clint.” She tossed her head before slanting him a seductive look from the corner of her eye. “Don’t go making me wet before we get to the bed now.”

“Son of a bitch!” He dragged her through the entrance to the private hall before pushing her against the wall, anchoring her there with his taller, harder body as his hands clasped her face, tipping her head back and staring down at her with heated lust. No ice there. It was melting beneath the raging lust, the thin façade of control.

“Are you going to go Dom on me now, Clint?” Her hands pressed against his hard abs, her fingers luxuriating in the feel of the hard muscles beneath hot male flesh. “I might melt if you do.”

The hardened length of his cock pressed against her lower stomach, sending her pulse rocketing with the assurance that at least, in his hunger for her, he couldn’t yet deny her again.

“Stop this, Morganna,” he gritted out, grimacing with painful pleasure as his hips pressed his erection tighter against her. “You’ll destroy yourself if you aren’t careful.”

Her eyelids drifted closed. The feel of his hands framing her face, the pads of his fingers running slowly over her cheeks, filled her with a weakening, heated pleasure.

“I need you,” she whispered bleakly. “All of you, Clint. Just one time, just this time, give me all of you.”

His eyes widened just a fraction, a haunted look entering them as he stared back at her.

“You’re going to destroy us both before it’s over with, Morganna.”

“Just once, Clint.” She turned her head to press a kiss to his palm, her tongue peeking out, licking at the tough, calloused flesh before turning back to him. “Just once. I promise no one will know but the two of us. I won’t let your secret out.”

“Oh, baby.” His sigh was bittersweet, his gaze pensive. Lowering his head, he rested his forehead against hers, their gazes connecting until she could see her reflection in the midnight depths. “What am I going to do with you?”

“Love me.” Her breath hitched with emotion. “I don’t need the words, Clint. You don’t have to lie to me. But just once, give more than just your body. Give me something to remember.”

Her breath caught in her chest, her eyelids fluttering as his hands smoothed from her face to her neck. His fingertips caressed her as his expression slowly changed.

She felt the battle-ready tension leave his body as his fingers slid around the back of her neck and his eyes, they heated, darkened until they were almost black. She had never seen his eyes like that. She had seen him furious, killing cold, worried, and grieving, but she had never seen this. Pure emotion. His expression softening, his lips fuller, as though his own strength of will had kept them restrained over the years.

“Do you know how I hunger for you, Morganna?” he whispered. “The nights I’ve lain on the cold ground, warmed by the thought of you?”

He lowered his head, his lips pressing at the corner of hers as her breathing increased, seductive pleasure suffusing his expression, her soul.

“I dreamed of you,” she whispered, uncaring where they stood or who might see them. “I dreamed of your touch, Clint. Your voice, like it is now.” She shuddered in his grip as his lips moved over her jaw, his teeth raking against the sensitive flesh.

“No more dreams, baby,” he soothed the desperate ache building in her chest. “Just tonight. We’ll both have what we need. Just tonight. . . .”

Just tonight. Would she survive when the night was over? Would the memory be enough?

One hand moved, his thumb running over her lips, parting them, preparing them as his eyes gleamed with a barely banked midnight blue flame that burned to the very depths of his gaze. The haunted shadows were gone, the chilly control abolished. There was only the man, his heart, his soul reaching out to her, touching her.

She would survive on this memory for the rest of her life, she decided. This one night, forever.

“Come on.” He moved back slowly, his hand running down her arm to catch her fingers in his. “Downstairs.”

There was a difference in him now. Something at once more dominant, and yet gentler. Warmer. As though the shields he used to hold everyone at bay had suddenly been wiped away.

As they stepped into the elevator and the doors slid shut soundlessly behind them, Morganna could feel the difference in Clint. Physically, he was more tense, his body controlled, harder. But the aura of sexuality wrapping around them was deeper, more intense. The hint of emotion she had always felt within him seemed to swamp her now, as though a bond she had never known existed between them was suddenly coming into play.

The elevator doors slid open as his hand pressed at the small of her back, pushing her into the entrance of the suite.

“I’ve lost my soul in you,” he whispered as he drew her to a stop, staying behind her, his fingers moving to caress her stomach as he pulled her closer.

The hard length of his erection pressed into her lower back as she felt her knees weakening.

“I lost mine in you years ago.” The knot of emotion clogging her throat made it hard to breathe. His voice was like rough velvet, caressing over her senses, sinking into her heart.

She felt the regret in the small hesitation of his breath behind her and fought back her tears. No regrets. She wouldn’t regret this, no matter where her life went afterward.

“I want this outfit off you.” He brushed her hair aside with his cheek, his lips moving to her ear. “Do you know how crazy it’s made me tonight, Morganna? All I could think about was stripping it off your body. It’s all any man in that damned club could think about.”

She fought to drag in air as his hands moved up, cupping her swollen breasts before his fingers worked at the small clasps that anchored the strips of cloth running between them.

She needed to touch him, somehow. Someway. Her hands moved back, flattening against his thighs as she resisted the urge to bury her nails in the leather covering him.

“There, baby,” he crooned before catching her earlobe in his teeth and tugging at it sensually as he peeled the top from her breasts.

“Damn, I knew you were wearing those. I love those pretty pierced nipples.” His fingers caught at the small rings, tugging at them slowly, hardening her nipples further.

Pleasure mounted in her womb, convulsing it with hard spasms as she felt the tugging motion echo through her nerve endings.

“You bought them,” she gasped, her eyes opening as she lowered her gaze to watch his fingers play with the violently sensitive tips.

Clint paused, stilling behind her as his hands cupped the undersides of her breasts, lifting them as he stared over her shoulder.

“You had the earrings altered,” he growled, his thumbs rasping over the hard points and the small ball closures that held the rings closed. “I bought them for you, for your birthday.”

Two years before. The last present he had sent to her through her brother, Reno. The implications of the rings were left silent. The fact that she belonged to him, heart and soul, wasn’t in doubt. The fact that she wore his rings was no more than an outward sign of it.

Morganna bit her lip as he moved, his hands sliding from her breasts to her hips as he turned her. She stared up at him, her eyelids fluttering weakly as his hands lifted to smooth the top over her shoulders and down her arms. It fell to the floor, forgotten as velvet-soft midnight eyes watched her intently and calloused hands began to caress her.

“You’re going to torture me to death?” She was panting as his fingers skimmed along the straps of material over her thighs.

“I want tonight to last forever, Morganna.” His head bent, his lips moving over hers as he spoke, his eyes staring into hers. No barriers, no ice. Just Clint. “I want to hold tomorrow at bay as long as possible.”

She wanted to hold it at bay forever.

Morganna lifted her arms, curling them around his neck as she moved against him, taking his kiss, his passion, with a hunger that beat through her soul in a heavy, desperate rhythm.

He ate at her lips, hard, stinging nips, followed by deep, melting kisses that had her writhing against him, her hands locked in his hair as she fought to hold him to her forever.

She was only dimly aware of him lifting her, moving the short distance to the leather couch where he laid her beneath him. Heat enveloped her as Clint came over her, his hard thigh parting her legs, pressing against the core of her as she arched against him.

“Take the shirt off.” Her nipples rasped against the silk, but she needed the heat and hardness of his bare flesh, the feel of his heart beating against her.

“Not yet.” He lowered his head, his lips pressing against the side of her neck just before his teeth rasped over it. “This is for you. . . .”

“For us.” Her fingers went to his shirt. Forgetting finesse or any semblance of control.

Clint lifted his head, his gaze narrowing as he stared down at her, watching as she jerked the shirt from the band of his pants and finished opening it. She pushed it over his shoulders, leaving the rest to him as her hands smoothed over the hard, well-defined pectoral muscles, feeling them ripple beneath her touch as he shrugged the shirt from his arms.

The heavy thud of the gun and holster he wore in the small of his back was a reminder of the danger she had faced earlier, but it only served to heighten the arousal. Adrenaline pulsed hard and fast through her system, just as arousal burned with a sweet, all-consuming fire.

“Oh God yes,” she moaned as Clint pulled her against him, feeling the heat of his skin sear the sensitive tips of her breasts as his hands pulled her closer, his rough moan caressing her senses as his hands caressed her body.

He touched her as though there were no tomorrow. Hot, liquid kisses pushed reality to the deepest corners of her mind as his hands tangled in her hair, holding her firmly beneath him.

The leg wedged between hers pressed harder between her thighs, notching against the burning flesh of her sex as her clit swelled in response. She was drowning in the sexual hunger that poured over her, through her. Lost in Clint as she savored each touch.

“I need you naked.” He tore his lips from hers long moments later. “Naked and wild beneath me, Morganna.”

She forced her eyes open, shocked at the brilliance of his deep blue eyes. Blue flames, so dark they were nearly black, glittering with pinpoints of brilliant light.

“Now,” she whispered, her hands going to the wide leather belt that cinched his tight hips.

His chuckle as he caught her hands was wicked, seductive.

“You first.” He pushed her hands aside, moving back from her as his fingers hooked into the band of her pants. The stretchy Lycra that molded to her body pulled easily from her legs as he undressed her, revealing the tiny black silk thong she wore beneath them.

“Sweet mercy,” he groaned as he tossed the pants aside, his hands moving to the inside of her thighs as he spread them wider.

She was open to him now, nothing but a triangle of silk shielding her from his view, his touch. She wished she hadn’t worn it.

“Touch yourself for me.”

Her eyes widened at his words. It wasn’t what he said; it was how he said it. His voice was nearly guttural, the demand in it sending pulsing flares of pleasure to spasm through her vagina.

“Push your fingers beneath the panties,” he urged her again. “Let me watch you pleasure yourself, Morganna.”

She lifted her hand from the couch, allowing her fingers first to trail slowly down her abdomen as she watched the dark flush that mantled his cheekbones.

As her fingers moved closer to the narrow band of her panties, his hands tore at his belt while he still knelt between her thighs.

“Tease,” he growled, watching as she ran the tips of her fingers over the elastic band before inserting them beneath it, and pausing.

“I’m the tease?” she questioned with a smile. “Come on, Clint, stop playing with your pants and get them off. Let’s see how much you want me.”

She was amazed she could speak, let alone tease him right now. She was so aroused she was nearly panting for breath.

“Oh, baby, have no doubt I want.” His smile was tight, his eyes narrowing as her fingers moved just beneath the band of elastic silk.

Morganna watched as he jerked the belt open, then tore at the fastening of the leather pants. Within seconds, the material parted beneath his fingers as he pushed the dark gray boxer briefs lower over the straining shaft of his erection.

Her hips jerked in longing as her fingers slipped lower.

“Go on.” His expression was heavy with sexual intent, his lips fuller, his cheekbones darker. “Push your fingers lower, baby. Tease me. Let me see your fingers move beneath the silk and imagine the softer flesh you’re touching.”

As his fingers gripped the gold ring that pierced the foreskin of his cock, her fingers slid between her own thighs, easing into the slick, saturated folds of her sex.

“Fuck yes!” His lips tightened into a grimace as his fingers curled around his cock, stroking it slowly while he watched her touch herself, watched the silk of her panties moving over her hand.

“Are you wet, baby?” he growled.

“Very wet,” she breathed out roughly. “And swollen. I ache, Clint.”

His teeth clenched, the muscle at the side of his jaw flexing convulsively as he reached out with his other hand, pulling the small triangle of material aside to watch her.

“Oh yeah, baby,” he whispered as her fingers circled her clit, making it swell further as it throbbed in need. “Slide down further. Let me see you enter yourself. I need to see it, Morganna. Show me how you pleasure yourself when I’m not with you.”

She whimpered at the dark tone, the suspicion that like her, Clint was building memories. She did as he asked, her fingers moving lower until one finger was dipping inside the hot, wet depths of her vagina.

How did she please herself when he wasn’t around? Desperately. She ached and cried out his name and writhed beneath him as her finger thrust inside the aching channel. Her hips lifted, her feet digging into the leather couch as her palm raked her clit and she began a steady rhythm designed to throw her into release. Except the pleasure was stronger this time; it gave a mockery to any sensation she had ever known without his gaze upon her.

“Oh yeah.” He stroked his cock as he watched her, the hard muscles of his stomach clenching as she lifted her hips to meet the thrust of her own fingers, the sound of wet flesh meeting the desperate movements colliding with their panting breaths. “Damn, that’s pretty. So sweet and pretty,” he growled as he began to push at his pants, jerking them over his hips before he cursed. “Damn boots.”

She was close, too close to find the humor in his words or to understand what they meant.

“Clint.” She whispered his name as she did when she was alone, barely able to stare up at him, fighting to keep her eyes open enough to watch his face. This would be another memory to pull out and hold close when he left. She didn’t want to miss a single moment of it.

“Yes, baby,” he growled, moving closer to her, his pants at his thighs as one hand gripped her wrist. “Enough now.”

She cried out in protest.

“Easy, baby.” He pulled her fingers free of her own wet flesh before lifting them to his mouth while bending closer to her.

He moved into position, sliding between her thighs as he came over her. His eyes were nearly black, burning with lust and emotion as she felt his cock press against the tender opening of her vagina.

One hard thrust sent his cock spearing to the very depths of her aching pussy as his lips covered her fingers, sucking them into his mouth as her vagina sucked at the thick flesh invading it.

Flames beat at her mind as a burning heat filled her core. One hand gripped her hips, lifting her closer as he braced his knees on the couch and his hips began to thrust the thick spear of his erection inside her with deep, hard movements.

It was so good. Her hands dug into the leather of the couch as she lifted to him. Oh God, she was so close to coming, she could feel the hard clench of her womb, the fire sizzling inside it, and she knew she wouldn’t last much longer.

The expression on Clint’s face held her spellbound; the lust and emotion raging through his eyes would have stolen her breath if there was any left in her body.

“That’s it,” he groaned. “Tighten around me, baby.”

His grimace was one of painful pleasure as she felt the contractions attacking her, the release overtaking her.

“Watch me.” His harsh command had her eyes jerking open, staring back into his as the rhythm of his thrusts increased, his cock pumping in and out of the desperately clenching channel of her vagina as panting moans began to leave her throat.

She watched him. Watched his expression tighten, watched the violent pleasure that filled his gaze as she finally slipped over the edge.

The explosion that detonated in her womb overtook her. Mind. Body. Heart and soul. She jerked in his grip, thrusting back into him harder as the rocketing flames bloomed through her senses and overtook her nervous system.

The cataclysmic physical upheaval went beyond pleasure, beyond ecstasy. It consumed her soul as she felt his final hard thrust a second before the deep, heated spurts of his semen began to fill her.

She felt his release with a sense of bittersweet acceptance. For once, he had given her all of himself, only to deny them both the choice of her ever carrying his child.

As Clint collapsed over her, Morganna’s arms lifted to his shoulders, wrapping them around him as she held him close. Their heartbeats pounded against each other fiercely, shaking their bodies as the final tremors of release eased through them.

“If I could change myself I would, for you,” he whispered at her ear. “If I could change the past, I’d do it for both of us.”

He was such a man. But that was okay, for now; she was sated, replete, and warm. For now, she would let him believe whatever it was he believed. He could continue to believe he was footloose and fancy-free for the time being. He was hers. He just had yet to realize it.

“I love you anyway,” she whispered. “I’ll always love you, Clint.”

As the words whispered from her lips, a low vibration of sound began to hum through the suite. It wasn’t a piercing alarm, but her eyes widened at the knowledge that it was an alarm all the same.


 


Chapter 27

 

 

“Let’s go!” Clint jerked from her the second the pulse of the alarm echoed through the suite, throwing his shirt at her before quickly fixing his pants and fastening them.

Morganna struggled into his shirt, her fingers fumbling as her eyes lifted to the entrance of the kitchen and she froze, aware of Clint doing the same as they faced the nightmare that had been haunting her.

Roberto Manuelo stood in the entrance between the living room and the kitchen, a benign smile on his face as he held the small, lethal submachine gun in one arm, his finger caressing the trigger with obvious enjoyment. At his side stood Jenna Lancaster.

“I would not bother dressing.” He watched them with a fanatical gleam in his black eyes. “I would only have to undress her later, and this would only irritate me.”

Morganna pulled the edges of Clint’s shirt around her, staring back at the two in shock.

“I told you she would never suspect me,” Jenna drawled mockingly as she propped her hand on a wide hip and tossed her dark hair from her eyes. Her gaze gleamed with a drugged intensity that was almost terrifying. “No more than Mr. Hot Ass Masters thought his private key cards could be duplicated. All it took was being at the right place at the right time. He’ll never know how it easy it was to fool him and his precious security bitch.”

Morganna breathed in deeply, fighting for control as she felt Clint’s gun by her foot. There was no way to drop and grab it. The machine gun Manuelo carried would cut through the leather couch in seconds. The only chance they had was to hide the gun.

As the thought raked through her mind, she felt Clint shift, felt his arm come around her as he pulled her against him, subtly pushing the gun against the edge of the couch with his foot as he did so.

“The alarm is wired directly to Masters’ control center, Roberto,” Clint told the other man quietly. “He’ll know you’re here.”

“My little Jenna took care of this as well.” His smile was cold, cruel. “She has been quite an asset in this little venture, just as Samuels was. Of course, her little tryst with one of Drage’s security personnel helped immensely. It seemed he gleaned a bit of perverse pleasure from fucking in his boss’s office. All it takes to succeed, my dear, is finding the weak link. And he was so very weak when it came to the lovely Jenna.”

Morganna saw the calculating gleam in Manuelo’s eyes as he flicked a glance to Jenna. He would kill the other girl, and Morganna knew it. Jenna’s usefulness to him was at an end.

“And what do you get out of this, Jenna?” Morganna asked bitterly.

“I get rid of you.” Jenna rolled her eyes mockingly. “The darling of the office and the clubs. Every Dom wants you, or wants to be like you. You’ve been a thorn in my side since you showed up, bitch. I’ll be Roberto’s woman, as soon as all this unpleasantness is over.”

Morganna shook her head in confusion. “I didn’t do anything to you, Jenna.”

“You didn’t do anything for me, either.” The other girl curled her lip in a sneer. “Every Dom I attempted to snag for myself wanted you instead. Everyone wanted to be Morganna’s little friend. It was sickening. But being rid of you is only the icing on the cake. As Diego’s right hand, Roberto has something you don’t, sweetie, an unlimited bank account and all the power I crave.”

Power she would never live to enjoy.

“He’ll kill you,” Morganna whispered. “You’ll never enjoy the money or the power, Jenna.”

Jenna frowned, her gaze moving slowly to Manuelo as she shook her head. “He needs me. Don’t you, Robby?”

“Of course, sweetheart.” There was a sneer in his words as his thin lips curled into a facsimile of a smile. “You are always safe.”

A triumphant smile curved Jenna’s fuller lips as she turned back to Morganna.

“We have Diego’s uncle and nephew,” Clint said. “They didn’t get away.”

Manuelo chuckled at that. “They are acceptable losses as far as I’m concerned. This wasn’t by Fuentes’ orders anyway. He won’t care to kill them for being stupid.”

Manuelo was as sick, as demented, as Fuentes.

“If not by Fuentes’ orders, then why?” Clint narrowed his eyes on the couple.

“Revenge.” Manuelo’s lips twisted as a grimace shaped his expression. “Your bitch is responsible for my brother’s death. When she turned him in, allowed those bastard DEA agents to arrest him, Diego killed him. Now you can both pay for it. Diego may be willing to play with you for the life of the family you killed in Colombia, but I don’t play.”

“Yeah.” Clint’s voice was cool, chilling in its complete lack of emotion. “That was a shame about your brother there, Robby, but from what I heard, he made a hell of a spy into your little organization.”

Manuelo’s eyes flickered with rage. “Never. Santos would never have betrayed me.”

“Why do you think he was meeting with Markwell?” Clint said softly. “That’s why Fuentes killed him. He contacted my man in an attempt to find me. You’re a disease, Manuelo, just like your boss. Even your brother knew it.”

“You lie! You bastard. I raised Adonis. He was there to kill your man.”

Clint snorted. “Uh-huh. Yeah. He knew he could take on a SEAL. Come on, Robby, you know better than that. That’s why Fuentes killed him for you. Gutted him like a fish, because he was giving Markwell information.”

“He’s picking at you, Robby,” Jenna whispered at his side, her hand gripping his arm imperatively. “Don’t let him make you angry, sweetie.”

“He lies.” Manuelo jerked his arm from her. “My brother would never do such a thing.”

“Evidently you don’t really believe that,” Clint chuckled mockingly as the other man glared back at them, a gleam of insanity filling his eyes. “Why else was a member of my team killed with him? Diego was watching him; he knew Santos was a weak link.”

“Shut up!” Manuelo raised the barrel of the gun, fury contorting his features as he glared at Clint.

“Robby, sweetie, don’t let him push you like this.” Jenna was worried now, but hell, Morganna thought, so was she. Had Clint lost his ever-lovin’ mind?

She kept her eyes on Fuentes, her gaze flickering nervously to the finger caressing the trigger.

“Yeah. Kill the messenger.” Clint was tense, despite the relaxed, confident sound of his voice. “It must suck knowing your baby brother was trying to get you killed. Didn’t you raise him, Robby? Sacrifice for him?”

“No. Not my brother.” He shook his head desperately, his lips twisting in grief. “He wouldn’t do such a thing.”

“He was a mole, just as Grant was yours. Didn’t you wonder why he was released from jail so quickly?” The insidious suggestion in Clint’s voice had the other man’s head lifting sharply. “Hell, Robby. Joe needed his source of information on the outside, not stuck in jail.”

It wasn’t true, Morganna knew. Clint was playing with Manuelo, working on his emotions, his rage. His instability. It was easy to see that Fuentes’ general wasn’t as stable as he could have been.

His brother was even less stable. He and the men arrested with him had been released on the hopes that they would lead the DEA back to the labs or to their supplier, not so they could ferret out more information.

“No!” The gun lifted, his finger tightening on the trigger. “Santos would have never done such a thing. You lie.”

“No, Robby, this wasn’t our plan,” Jenna snapped furiously at his side. “Your revenge will not come this way and neither will Fuentes’. He’ll punish you for not bringing them to him as he ordered.”

Manuelo shuddered, his jaw clenching as she dug her fingers into the opposite arm.

“You’re letting him maneuver you, push you—”

“Another controlling female, Robby?” Clint mocked. “She reminds me of Carmelita. Boy, that woman had a mean streak, didn’t she? Wasn’t she the one that got Santos hooked on drugs to begin with?”

Manuelo’s eyes flickered to Jenna.

God, Morganna hoped Clint knew what he was doing. She could feel his hand at her back, soothing her, reassuring her, as he picked at the other man’s last threads of sanity.

“Shut up before I kill you myself.” Jenna lifted the pistol she carried at her side.

“Looks like guilt to me, Robby,” Clint murmured. “She’s awful desperate to see us shut up. I bet Carmelita even trained her.”

“You want to run your mouth, McIntyre? You can scream for mercy while Diego’s men rape your bitch. How will you like seeing her beg to be fucked as his soldiers get in line to try her out?” Jenna grimaced with rage.

Clint sighed heavily. “Don’t bore me with threats, Jenna. You’re a very small little bug trailing after Robby here. Now, Carmelita, she was an animal. She would have had a bullet in our heads first thing and made excuses later. She would have never let Diego see her trying to take over. Better watch her, Robby. You might have more woman than you can hold on to.”

Manuelo shook his head, his straight black hair falling over his brow as he stared back at Clint furiously.

“Sweetie, he’s just working on you.” Jenna was frantic now. “Santos loved you. Don’t let him do this.”

“Like you love him, Jenna?” Clint mocked. “Does he beat you until you’re bloody? Or does he prefer to let you lie in a lonely bed while he plays his games with his other women like Fuentes does? I bet the latter. Hell, I know because I saw him in a window room just last week. That little blonde he was fucking sure as hell wasn’t you.”

“Shut up!” Manuelo stalked furiously across the room, moving around the couch until he was only feet from them, the gun pointed straight at Morganna’s heart. “You will shut up or I will kill this whore now.”

Clint was silent. She could feel the satisfaction flowing from him, though, just as she felt the complete readiness of his body. That he thought he knew what he was doing, Morganna had no doubt. But that black weapon wasn’t pointing at him; it was pointing at her. She stared down the barrel warily.

“You’re going to let him defeat you,” Jenna hissed at Diego’s ear. “This wasn’t the plan. Give me the syringe and we’ll take her out of here.”

“Over my dead body,” Clint drawled.

“That can be arranged.” The anger building in Jenna was clear. She was livid.

“Naw, Robby wants me alive and so does Diego,” Clint told her confidently. “He wants to hear me screaming while he rapes my woman. Unfortunately, he’s smart enough to know he can’t haul both of us out of here drugged.”

“All we need is the bitch,” Manuelo snapped.

“You’ll have to kill me to take her, and you know it. So how do you intend to resolve it?”

Manuelo was breathing heavily now, a fine film of perspiration glistening on his dark forehead as he stared back at Clint with enraged eyes. Small tremors tore through Manuelo’s body as Jenna watched him worriedly.

“What you say about my brother. It is untrue.” His voice was hoarse, his finger pressed a little too snugly against the trigger of the gun.

Jenna moved to Manuelo’s side, her gaze definitely nervous now as Diego began to tremble with rage.

Clint shrugged. “We spent two years investigating Fuentes’ organization before we hit his compound in Colombia. We had spies everywhere. Santos was one of our best.”

The fury that overwhelmed the other man would have been terrifying if Morganna had the time to be terrified. As Maneulo brought the gun up, Clint moved.

Before she could do more than gasp, he had gripped the barrel, tearing it away from her as he backhanded Jenna and jerked her gun out of her hand at the same time.

Morganna didn’t think; she went after the other woman. As long as Jenna was moving, she was a danger, and Morganna had a feeling Clint was going to have his hands full with Manuelo.

As Jenna snapped back from the force of Clint’s blow—no such luck that it would have knocked her out—Morganna came up with the palm of her hand, aiming for the other woman’s nose.

Jenna wasn’t quite as lazy as her attitude led others to believe, though. Before Morganna could deliver the blow, Jenna snapped her head back, causing the blow to glance off her chin. But it gave Morganna the chance she needed.

A roundhouse kick knocked Jenna farther back from where Clint and Fuentes were exchanging blows with a force that sounded like two mules kicking each other.

“You fucking whore!” Jenna screamed as blood flowed from her nose, her expression twisting with maniacal rage as she kicked her shoes off and raised her fists. “Come on, bitch.”

Oh yeah, she was going to fistfight, Morganna thought sarcastically. She didn’t think so. She kicked out again, catching Jenna in the gut and throwing her farther back.

Balancing on the balls of her feet, Morganna was thankful she had managed a few of the buttons on Clint’s shirt before she caught sight of Manuelo and Jenna. Otherwise, she would have had to flash the other woman, and Morganna just hated giving the bisexual Jenna that pleasure.

“Come on, Jenna.” Morganna motioned to the other woman with a flick of her fingers. “Come and get me if you can. I’m going to kick your ass for this; then I’m going to watch you hauled away in cuffs when Drage gets down here.”

“Drage won’t be here,” Jenna sneered. “I told you, I disabled everything.”

“And he’ll see it, if he hasn’t already. And he’ll know,” she assured Jenna with a cool smile as they circled each other. “He’ll know, Jenna, and when he looks at you, he’s going to give you that little sneer you’ve always hated so much. Won’t that suck?”

Behind her, she could hear Clint and Manuelo grunting between blows. Dammit, she wished Clint would finish off the little prick. Morganna hated fighting.

“Bitch, I’ll fuck you myself,” Jenna snarled, spit dribbling from the corner of her mouth and mixing with the blood on her lip. “You and your boyfriend.”

Morganna imitated Drage’s sneer. The little curl at the corner of the lips, the knowing, cynical expression. The other woman screamed in fury before she rushed her. Unfortunately, she caught Morganna off guard. Just a little bit, Morganna assured herself. But the blow Jenna delivered to Morganna’s face snapped her head back a second before Jenna tackled her.

“Dammit.” Morganna went to the floor as she slammed her knee into Jenna’s pelvis, causing the other woman to double over in pain.

A sharp blow to the side of her face, and Jenna collapsed to the floor as Morganna rolled to her knees and scrambled for the couch. She could see the gun just beneath the edge, still holstered, as Clint and Manuelo grappled with each other.

They were both bloody. And Manuelo had a knife. Blood marred Clint’s chest from a shallow cut at his breastbone and again low on his abdomen. Manuelo was wielding the knife like a demon, despite the obvious broken and bleeding nose. As the other man struck out with the knife again, Clint delivered a sharp kick to Manuelo’s knee, obviously intending to send him to the floor. Which might have worked if he hadn’t managed to somehow bring Clint down with him.

As Morganna jerked the gun from beneath the couch and tore it from the holster, fingers clawed at her hair, jerking her back.

Damn Jenna. Morganna slammed her elbow back, hearing the other woman’s pain-filled grunt with an edge of satisfaction a second before she turned to Jenna, doubled her fist, and laid into her face.

Jenna’s eyes rolled back in her head as she toppled backward. Gripping the gun, Morganna flipped around, staring back in horror at the sight of Manuelo straddling Clint, the knife between them as they struggled for it.

Morganna lifted the gun, her hands shaking as fear tore through her system. As her finger tightened on the trigger, a sharp blow to her back knocked her off balance.

“I’m going to blow your fucking head off!” Morganna screamed, jerking around as another blow knocked the gun from her hands.

Jenna was wobbling on her feet, blood smeared across her face, and her eyes were dazed. As she drew back her foot and let loose with a kick, Morganna gripped her ankle and jerked.

Jenna went down with a thud, but she wasn’t out. Dammit, Morganna didn’t have all day to fuck with this. As she scrambled to hold the other woman in place, Morganna felt for the vase she had seen seconds earlier. Where the hell . . . ? There it was. Her fingers wrapped around the neck as she lifted it and, with a surge of strength, swung it to the larger woman’s head.

It shattered as it connected. Jenna’s eyes widened, dimmed; then she toppled to the floor again. God, she needed to stay there. Morganna crawled across the floor to the gun, her head lifting, her eyes widening.

As Manuelo and Clint struggled for the knife, Morganna watched Clint bending the other man’s wrists, turning the knife slowly toward its owner, the point driving home just beneath his chest. But it was the shadow that moved behind Maneulo that held her gaze. The dark visage of death that jerked the South American’s head back and slid a deadly blade across it.

Blood gushed from the wound as an animal snarl of rage left Kell Krieger’s lips. His electric green eyes were narrowed, fierce, predatory, and filled with satisfaction as he stepped back and watched his victim topple to Clint’s side.

“Clint.” Morganna stumbled to her feet, her gaze centering on his chest. It was rising and falling; he was breathing. That was all that mattered. He was breathing.

“Shit. Is Jenna still alive?” He caught Kell’s hand and pulled himself to his feet.

“She’s unconscious,” Kell stated, his voice cold.

“Shit, son!” Clint was staring back at him in shock.

Kell’s green eyes were calm, his expression filled with satisfaction. “Looks like we got him.” His lips kicked up in a grin.

“You got him.” Clint glanced at the corpse now lying on the floor as he shook his head. “Damn, did you get him.”

Morganna stood to the side, staring around her in shock as the elevators slid open. Drage, Jayne, Reno, Raven, and Joe rushed into the room, guns drawn, expressions filled with horror as they stared around at the destruction.

“Looks like we showed up a bit late.” Drage winced at the blood staining the carpet.

“Morganna.” Reno rushed to her side as Raven moved for her brother.

“You managed to drag me home from my honeymoon, Clint.” Raven was chastising him, though her voice was filled with worry.

Voices raged around Morganna, hammered at her skull, and no matter how hard she tried to break free of her brother to get to Clint, Reno refused to let her go.

She could feel the tears washing down her face as reaction set in. She needed Clint, just for one more minute.

“Let me go!” She pushed against Reno, staring around her, looking for Clint.

“Morganna.” She swung to the other side as she heard his voice, her eyes widening as Clint suddenly pulled her into his arms. There he was. Oh God, he was okay. Bloody, his eye was blackened, his lips swollen, but he was okay.

She ran her hands over his face, his bare shoulders, his chest, skirting the sharp, bloody line where Manuelo’s knife had torn the skin.

“It’s not too deep.” Clint touched the bruise on her cheek, his eyes dark, swirling with shadows and, beneath them, the chill he always carried. “Are you okay, baby?”

 

Clint ran his hands over Morganna’s arms, her back. He ignored the disapproval in Reno’s gaze, the concern in Raven’s. God, Morganna had fought like a little wildcat. He had caught glimpses of her, hence the few times Manuelo had caught him with that damned knife, and she had kicked ass. Literally.

“I’m fine.” She was dazed, shaking, in shock. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“I’m fine, baby. But the debriefing on this one is going to be a killer.” Clint sighed. He didn’t want to let her go. He didn’t want to leave her. But it was better now than later. If he left her now and just didn’t return, then her chances of getting over it, of getting over him, were better.

“Don’t leave.” She stared back at him knowingly.

God help him, he could drown in her eyes, even now. She was like a drug he couldn’t get out of his system, one he had come to depend on as much as he depended on breathing. And he couldn’t keep her. He knew he couldn’t keep her. He loved her. Loved her until everything in his heart, his soul, his world, was consumed by Morganna. And it scared the shit out of him. What if he was like his father? How could he live with hurting her?

“I have to, baby—”

“If you leave me, don’t come back.” She stepped away from him as he stared back at her, surprised by the sudden core of steel he saw in her eyes.

“Morganna . . .” He didn’t know what to say. He hated the pain he saw blooming in the velvet-gray depths of her eyes, the betrayal that flashed across her expression.

“If you’re not back in my bed soon, then you’ll never share it with me again, Clint McIntyre,” she told him fiercely. “You do your debriefing; you tie up your loose ends—” Her breathing hitched, her eyes blinking furiously at her tears. “If you leave me, don’t come back.”

He breathed in roughly, and damn her, he could feel his hands shaking. The look in her eyes wasn’t much different from the look he’d seen just before she tore into Jenna.

“I know you,” Morganna whispered, her hands digging into his forearms as she glared back at him. “If you think you’re going to run away, then come limping back when you can’t stand it any longer, like you’ve done for years, then you’ve lost your mind. I’ll cut your heart out and feed it to my cat.”

“You don’t have a cat, Morganna,” he told her softly.

“I’ll buy one,” she snapped. “Then I’ll go to the biggest, baddest honky-tonk I can find and marry the biggest, meanest redneck so he can kick your ass.” A single tear fell down her cheek. “Don’t you do it, Clint.”

What the hell was he going to do about her?

“McIntyre, we need you with us,” the investigator called out as he loaded Manuelo’s dead body and Jenna’s unconscious one.

“I’m coming.” Clint nodded tightly before turning back to Morganna.

“I mean it, Clint,” she snarled, her finger poking into his chest as her expression turned fierce. “I’m going home, and if you aren’t there when this is all said and done, then don’t bother ever coming into my life again.”

“You’re better off without me,” he whispered. “You know you are, Morganna.”

She breathed in deeply; the fight to hold back her tears was breaking his heart.

“You heard me,” she repeated huskily as she stepped back from his arms. “If you don’t love me, if you can’t fight with me, for me, then by God, I don’t need you and I sure as hell don’t want you. Think about that one.”

He let her go. His arms tightened at his sides as he fought the need to pull her back, fought every instinct inside him that had the vow to return hovering on his lips.

“I have to go,” he finally growled as someone called his name again.

“Go,” she whispered. “I’m going home. And I expect to see you there. Soon, Clint. Very soon.”

He knew Morganna. He knew her moods and he knew her stubbornness, and he knew she was serious. If he didn’t come back as soon as possible, then he could kiss his ass good-bye. And if he did return? The thought of ever hurting her, of turning on her as his father had turned on him, terrified him.

And the vasectomy wasn’t the safety net he had thought it would be. He knew his woman, inside and out; it wouldn’t be long before he would be trying to reverse it, before he would give in to the need she had for children, for a family. Hell, keeping her barefoot and pregnant would be the only way to keep her out of trouble and to send him to hell.

Clint made himself turn away and move to where Kell waited for him. The other man’s green eyes watched Morganna thoughtfully before turning back to Clint.

“Hey, we got the bad guys. That’s all that matters. Right?” The knowing glint in Kell’s eyes had Clint tamping down the protest rising to his lips.

No, that wasn’t all that mattered. There was more to life than catching bad guys. There was getting the girl. Clint looked back to Morganna and met Reno’s hard gaze instead.

It wasn’t all that mattered, and Clint knew it, just as Kell did. But Clint left anyway. He turned, following Joe to the elevator, and moved inside with him and the rest of the team as Kell followed.

Clint’s last sight of Morganna was her eyes meeting his as the elevator doors closed, and he felt the certainty that if he didn’t return soon, then he would lose her forever. And if he did return . . . ? He could lose her anyway.


 


Chapter 28
TWO DAYS LATER

 

 

He missed Morganna. As Clint pulled his pickup truck out of the Federal Building parking lot, he finally admitted the truth to himself. He hadn’t slept worth shit in his apartment the night before. The bed, normally the height of comfort, had developed lumps. He couldn’t get comfortable, no matter how hard he tried.

And every time he’d drifted off he had awakened reaching for Morganna. Only Morganna wasn’t there. And she wasn’t answering her phone. Though the message on the phone was telling.

“If this is you, Clint, I’m checking out honky-tonks now.”

She was home. He knew she was home because Reno was answering his cell phone and he had been there twice when Clint had called to check up on Morganna.

“Between me and you, ole buddy,” Reno had snorted the day before, “she came home with a cat today. That worries me.”

Clint shook his head as he negotiated downtown Atlanta’s traffic and headed for his mother’s home, just outside the city limits. He hadn’t seen her in years. He called, checked up on her, but bringing himself to actually walk into her home and pretend a bond that had never been there wasn’t something he had been able to bring himself to do since he had joined the SEALs. Now he had no other choice.

Admitting he was a coward wasn’t something a man did easily, but as Clint negotiated the traffic through town, he admitted that was exactly what he was when it came to Morganna. He had held himself as far from her as possible until he had no choice but to keep her close to him. And just as he had always known, she had wormed her way so deep into his soul that he couldn’t pull free.

He loved her. But until he faced his past, as well as himself, then he would never be the man he knew she needed. The man he needed to be.

He couldn’t imagine being a part of Morganna’s life and not having children with her. Not immediately maybe, but in the next few years. A little girl with Morganna’s laughing smile and dove-gray eyes. A little minx determined to take on the world and drive all sane males crazy. Or a little boy . . . Clint swallowed tightly at the thought of a son.

Reno’s dad had taught Clint to play ball, to shoot, to be a man. Clint’s father had taught him the wrong side of his fist and nothing else. What would Clint teach his son? The thought of it terrified him.

He pulled into his mother’s driveway, turned off the truck, and stared at the small two-story home silently. It wasn’t much different from the house he had been raised in, though the neighborhood was slightly better. She had lived in an apartment until recently, hoarding the money Clint sent her as she waited for her retirement and the small nest egg his father had begun when they first married.

Raven said Linda McIntyre was proud of the house. She talked often about grandkids and visits and holiday meals. That wasn’t the mother he remembered. But then again, she had always been different with Raven, just as their father had been.

And now that Clint was here, what the hell was he going to say? He hadn’t seen Linda in five years and damn if he wasn’t ready to turn around now and just leave. As his fingers tightened on the keys, the door opened and there she was.

She was smaller than he remembered, older. Her hair was gray, her face lined, and her eyes, so like his own, were staring straight back at him. Clint pulled the keys slowly from the ignition before opening the door.

Damn, he should have just kept driving. He should gone straight to Morganna’s. This was a mistake. But he forced himself from the truck, standing beside it silently, awkwardly.

As he stared back at Linda, he remembered the woman she had been twenty years before. Slender, beautiful, with long black hair, soft gray eyes. Clint had taken his facial features and his broad, muscular body from his father, but his coloring had come from his mother, as had Raven’s.

“Raven just left.” Linda’s voice was the same as always—bitter, rough. “You may as well come in.”

She turned, leaving the door open for him as she reentered the house. It was a hell of a welcome, but he hadn’t come here for a welcome. He wasn’t certain why he had come, but a welcoming might have been too shocking for him to survive.

Pocketing his keys, he breathed out roughly before heading up the flower-lined sidewalk to the small brick home. The door opened into a small entryway, then a classically pretty living room. His mother had always been a stickler for everything looking just right, color coordinated and prissy.

She was waiting for him in the middle of the room, standing stiff and silent as she stared back at him.

“How’s Raven doing?” he finally asked as he closed the door and faced Linda with none of the anger he remembered feeling the last time they had been in the same room together.

“As forgetful as ever,” she sighed. “She left the door cracked when she left. That girl never did understand how to close and lock doors. It’s a wonder she hasn’t been raped and murdered in her own home.”

Linda was nervous. Clint heard the slight quiver in her voice, saw the wary look in her eyes. It was her habitual look whenever she saw him, as though she expected him to strike her at any time. He had never laid a hand on her, had never wanted to.

“I admit I bought the house with the money you gave me,” she spoke up with a spark of anger. “You didn’t say how I was to use it. So if you’re here because I’m not in that dinky little apartment—”

“The house is nice, Mother.”

“I was tired of the apartment—”

“I didn’t come to argue with you. I don’t care what you do with the money,” he finally told her softly. “I just . . .”

He just what? He dipped his head, sighing wearily. This was a hell of a mistake.

“You haven’t been around in more than five years.” She clasped her hands in front of her as she lifted her chin in challenge. “Why now?”

He shifted, wondering what the hell to say, to do. Jeez, he was a glutton for punishment, wasn’t he? In the years since his father’s death, Clint had rarely visited and whenever he did, it was never for more than a few minutes. He saw her and the past swirled in his mind like a furious cloud. The beatings, his pleas each time his mother went out, how he would cry and beg her not let his father catch her. She would pat Clint’s head and tell him to be a big boy. God, she had been as fucking crazy as his father had been.

“I’m thinking about getting married.” Fuck. Okay, yeah, he had been thinking about it, but he hadn’t been thinking about telling her about it.

She blinked back at him. “Anyone I know?”

“Yeah. . . .” He nodded slightly. “Look, I don’t know why the hell I’m even here.” He pushed his hands over his head wearily before dropping his arms to his sides once again. “I’m sorry I bothered you.” He turned to leave, to get the hell away from her and the memories that rose like a black cloud in his mind every time he saw her.

“He didn’t believe you belonged to him.”

The words stopped Clint as he headed for the door. He froze in his tracks for a long second before turning back to her.

“What did you say?” He shook his head in confusion.

She squared her shoulders and for the first time that he could remember, she looked him in the eye. Not that the look was in any way comforting. There was no regret there, no warmth. Just the same cool gray gaze he had always known.

“He didn’t believe you belonged to him.” There was a curious light in her eyes, almost one of interest, as though she wondered how he would react.

He didn’t react at all. He didn’t give a shit one way or the other what the bastard thought of him, but he was curious as to whether or not he shared blood with the man he had known as his biological father.

“Did I?”

“Of course you did. I may have been a whore, Clinton, but I was a careful one. You were his.”

The mocking quirk at the corner of her lips no longer had the power to hurt him or to make him angry. It served instead to emphasize the fact that she really didn’t give a damn.

“So why did he believe otherwise?”

She sighed as though tired, turning away from him and pacing to a tall shelf on the other side of the room. There, numerous picture frames graced the shelves. There were a few family pictures, but most of them were of Raven, Raven and their father, Raven and their mother. There were very few of Clint.

“I never claimed to be a good mother.” Her lips flattened as she stared back at him. “But lately, as I’ve realized how quickly age is creeping up on me, I’ve regretted many things. I let him believe it, because it hurt him. It hurt him the way it hurt me each time he went to another woman. Each time he came home and spent his nights away from the house. So I let him believe it.”

“You let him beat the hell out of me.”

“You survived.”

He had the impression she would have rolled her eyes if she weren’t too scared to.

“I survived?” he snapped. “I could barely move for days, damn you. He took that fucking belt of his and beat the shit out of me and you didn’t even care enough to keep him from catching you whenever you screwed around. I was a child.”

“And you’re a man now,” she shot back, as cold and unfeeling as she had ever been. “Your father was raised to believe the strap was the only answer to anything. He never broke your bones; he didn’t leave scars. It wasn’t my fault he blamed my infidelities on you.”

“It was your place to protect your children.” His fists clenched at his sides, not because he wanted to strike her, but because in that moment he realized how much of his life he had wasted caring one way or the other why his parents had done anything.

“He was a hard man, but he provided for you.” She finally shrugged. “You and I, we were never close. Even when you were a baby, you didn’t care much for me.” Her lips twisted bitterly, accusingly. “You didn’t want to be held and cuddled like Raven did. You were always content to be alone, unless you needed to be fed or changed. You didn’t want a mother; you wanted a caretaker.”

He blinked back at her in surprise.

“You’re as crazy as he was,” he finally said softly, not really surprised or shocked.

“I’m not crazy, Clinton.” Her smile was mocking. “I didn’t want children; your father did. He forced me to conceive you, and then he convinced himself you didn’t belong to him. I didn’t claim I was right or wrong, but I knew he would never kill you, nor maim you. You grew up fine.”

He grew up to hate his parents; he grew up with a cynicism and distrust that had shadowed his every move, his every relationship.

“You’re more like him than you know.” She crossed her arms over her breasts and watched him with calculated interest. “A Navy SEAL. He lived for the service, for his men. You even look like him now. He would have been proud of you had he lived.”

Joy-joy. The distaste Clint felt as he watched her filled his mouth with a sour taste. This woman had borne him, nothing more. She hadn’t been a mother then, and she wasn’t a mother now.

“So, are you marrying the Chavez girl?” she asked curiously. “She’s been flipping her tail around you for years. Did you know she came to see me the other day?”

He watched Linda closely. “No, I didn’t know that.”

“Yes.” She smiled coolly. “She was upset. She tore into me quite furiously, actually. I’m surprised you told her about the beatings. You were always very aware of family loyalty, even as a child. You’ve changed over the years.”

“Family loyalty,” he murmured mockingly. “There would have to be a family first, Mother.”

Her lips tightened in irritation. “As I said, she was upset. Very protective.” Rather than the sneer he expected, there was a slight softening to her lips, a glimmer of respect in her eyes. But her next words came close to pissing him off. “Did she finally manage to get you to knock her up? Is that why you’re getting married?”

He shook his head, admitting that maybe he was in shock. His mother had more nerve than he gave her credit for.

“She isn’t pregnant,” he said, dazed when he knew he shouldn’t be.

The knowledge that Morganna had been there shouldn’t have surprised him. He should have expected it. She was like a tigress. It didn’t matter that in this, he needed no protection; he had been defending himself against his family most of his life.

For all her makeup, girlie-girl habits, and social skills, Morganna had a core of pure steel. He would never get anything over on her, not that he would want to, but she would never allow it. No more than she had allowed his mother to.

“Of course she’s pregnant.” His mother laughed softly. “You loathe the idea of marriage. You always have. She’s obviously trapped you and thought she could cement it by appearing here and raging at me over motherhood and protection. It was an obvious ploy of some sort.”

“No, Mother,” he said gently. “There was no ploy, just as there is no pregnancy. Because I had a vasectomy years ago to ensure I never fucked up like you and that bastard you married did.” He ignored the surprise in her gaze. “I’m sorry I bothered you today. I’ll be leaving now.”

“I would have liked grandchildren.” The sudden regret in her eyes sickened him. Regret, from a woman who had never allowed her son an iota of hope that he could escape the next beating, that he would ever have a father.

“Then hope Raven never learns how cold you can be,” he sighed. “Because God as my witness, I could never trust you with a child of mine.”

He turned from her, stalking to the door and jerking it open as he felt the regret sinking into his bones. What had he expected after all this time? June Cleaver?

He pulled the door shut as he dug the keys from his pocket and moved to his truck. Hell, he had wasted enough time on this, enough time letting the past and his own fears ruin the one dream that had clung to his soul no matter how hard he had fought to be rid of it.

Morganna. And if there was one thing he was damned certain of, even if the monster of his father did lurk within him, Morganna would make sure it was kicked out fast, while she kicked his ass to hell and back. No one would ever threaten a child of hers.

He wiped his hand over his face before unlocking the truck and moving into the driver’s seat. It was time to find his future, rather than fearing his past. And his future was with Morganna.

 

As Clint’s pickup reversed from the driveway and accelerated down the street, Raven stepped slowly down the stairs. She wasn’t supposed to have been there. The cab had arrived on time, but she had forgotten some pictures she wanted upstairs. Pictures of her father. The man who had sung to her, laughed with her, who had treasured her. The monster who had beaten Clint. She had sent the cab back and re-entered the house, never thinking that her mother hadn’t heard her.

As she had listened to the conversation downstairs, the past flashed before her eyes. Clint as a young teenager, no more than fifteen, claiming he was sick, pale and weak after his father returned home, every time his father returned home. How he would stay in bed for days, sometimes not even eating unless Raven badgered him. He had left when she was still a child. The night her brother had turned seventeen he had walked out of the house and joined the Army. He hadn’t even finished high school.

She had been young, too young to understand, but the guilt ate at her anyway.

She stepped into the living room, watching as her mother turned from the large window, where she had watched Clint leave. Her cool gray eyes widened, darkened, then filled with wary fear.

The emotion Raven saw in her mother’s eyes as she realized she had overheard every word should have made her feel better. Raven had been the princess. The treasured child. She had been spoiled and loved and had felt nothing more than a strong resentment to her mother for driving her father away. Raven had never known about the affairs or Clint’s pain. And she hated herself for that. Hated the fact that she hadn’t seen how Clint had suffered.

Raven laid the pictures on the table beside the door and stared back at the other woman as pain rose within her.

“I knew you were cold-hearted.” She could barely force the words past her lips. “I knew that somewhere, somehow, there was something missing in you that could have allowed you to love—”

“This isn’t your business,” her mother snapped, her gray eyes darkening in anger. “You weren’t supposed to be here. And I have always loved you, Raven. Always.”

Raven lowered her head and stared down at the picture that lay on top of the small stack she had chosen. Her father. He looked so much like Clint. He had been so gentle to her; he had loved her. Hadn’t he? She shook her head. You can’t love one child and nearly destroy another. It couldn’t be possible.

“I can’t see you for a while, Mother,” she whispered painfully as she laid her hand on her stomach, resting her palm against the child she suspected grew there. Her child. Hers and Reno’s. A child who would never, ever know the fear Clint had lived through.

“It’s all his fault,” her mother snarled as Raven lifted her eyes. “That damned Clinton’s. He was always ruining things. If he had learned to lie when he was a boy he wouldn’t have been beaten near as often. All he had to do was lie to his father.”

“He was your son.”

Her mother’s face was twisted into a grimace as her eyes narrowed with icy warning. “He has always been a thorn in my side. I won’t allow him to ruin what we’re finally rebuilding.”

Their relationship had deteriorated after Raven’s father’s death. She had believed the fights revolved around her father’s career, the danger it represented, and many had. But the underlying reasons were suddenly clearer. It wasn’t because he’d gone to war; it was because of her mother’s own selfishness and her father’s cold determination to punish someone for it. Anyone but the woman he had married.

“We were rebuilding nothing,” Raven finally told her hoarsely. “Maybe, later, I’ll be able to look at you without remembering all the years Clint suffered. One day, maybe. But I’ll never forgive you for what you and Father did to him. I’ll never forgive either of you.”

She left the pictures where she had laid them, opened the door, and walked out. She ignored her mother’s cry, the sound of her name echoing from inside the house as she pulled her cell phone from the fanny pack she wore and dialed her husband’s number.

“Hey, baby, are you home yet?” His voice came over the line as she began walking down the sidewalk.

“Reno—” Her breath caught as the tears began.

“Raven? Baby, what’s wrong?” She heard the alarm in his voice, the fear.

“I’m fine. I’m safe. I need you to come get me.”

“Where are you?”

She stared around her. There was a deli at the end of the street. She could wait there. She told him where she was, breathing in roughly, fighting to hold back her tears as she wiped her fingers over her damp cheeks.

“I need you,” she whispered as she ducked her head, forcing herself to put one foot in front of the other. “I need you now.”

“I’m heading your way.” Of course he would be. She could hear the squeal of his tires, the concern that radiated over the line. “Stay on the phone with me, baby. I’m twenty minutes away. I’m coming.”

“Do you know I love you?” She had to tell him. “How sorry I am that I ran from you for so long?”

“I’ll spank you again for that later. How does that sound?” The forced teasing in his tone had a smile trembling on her lips.

“Promise?”

“Always, baby. Forever. You sure you’re okay, Raven? You’re crying.” His voice was tight, and though he was holding back, she could hear the dread in his tone.

“I’ve been at Mother’s.” Not “Mom’s.” Never “Mom” again.

“Yeah. I knew that. Did you argue?”

“No.”

“Are you hurt?”

“Not physically.”

His muttered curse was filled with regret.

“Just come get me, Reno.” Her breathing hitched as she entered the thankfully nearly deserted deli. “I just want to go home.”

She wanted to lie beside him, feel the warmth of his arms holding her, and let her tears fall. She needed to cry, not just for herself or the shattered image of the father she had loved, but for Clint.

At least she had known the fantasy of a loving parent. Her mother had always been cool, disinterested, but her father—She breathed in jerkily. She had thought he was a hero. Clint had never been given the chance to know the love of either parent, and it was breaking her heart.

She just wanted to go home, find solace in her husband’s arms, then kick her brother’s ass for keeping such secrets from her. That was, if Morganna didn’t kick his ass first just for being a stubborn male.


 


Chapter 29

 

 

Clint slipped into Morganna’s house several days later using the spare key that had been kept hidden at the bottom of the mailbox. She was mad, steaming mad, but clearing up the mess of the date rape drug hadn’t been easy. He had no more left his mother’s home than Joe Merino called. Jenna had talked, and they had the location of the lab.

Clint had been damned surprised to learn that Morganna wasn’t a part of breaking down the lab. Even more surprised to find out that she had accepted a position training to work in the local intelligence-gathering office.

Yeah, she would be good at that. She was as nosy as a damned cat. And it would keep her out of the line of fire for the next two years at least. Until he could retire. Until he could devote himself to her and maybe raising a kid or two.

The sound of the shower running upstairs caught his attention as he closed the door carefully and relocked it. He had been five days returning to her. Five days of hell. Sleeping wasn’t an option; all he thought of was Morganna. He missed the warmth of her, missed the sound of her laughter, her smart-assed comments. Hell, he craved the sound of her whispered moans, the feel of her lips beneath his. Her presence.

He shook his head as he walked into the living room, drawn to the pictures Morganna kept on the light wood shelves. Unlike the pictures his mother kept, these were filled with laughter, with family. And even some who weren’t family. There were several small frames of Rory Chavez with his son, Reno, and with Clint. Rory was between the two boys, his arms around both of them.

There were similar pictures of Lisa with Morganna and Raven. Pictures of both parents with their children, as well as the two Chavez children.

Rory Chavez had been a good man, and Lisa, God she had loved her kids. They had birthday parties every year, went to the beach on summer weekends, and damn, would Lisa chase after them all while they were around the water. She never let her kids out of her sight, and if the kids brought company, then they were as cherished and well loved as the Chavez kids were.

What the hell had he done with his life?

As he stared at the pictures, he thought of Lisa and Rory, their strength, their love for each other, their children, and even children who weren’t their own. They had taught him more than he had realized. Too bad he had forgotten it in his determination to run from the only person he couldn’t defend himself against.

Morganna.

As the sound of the shower shut off, his head lifted, turning toward the staircase at the entryway. Just that quickly his body hardened, his erection filling his jeans with a sudden, intense demand.

Clint grimaced at the hunger that spiked through his body. Damn her. In a matter of days she had anchored herself inside his soul tighter than she had ever been. Why?

His lips quirked as he turned on his heel, moving silently through the living room as he headed for the entryway and the stairs.

She was more than he had ever imagined. For so many years he had allowed his mother’s actions to taint his view of women. Morganna loved to look pretty, to dance, to laugh and enjoy people, just as his mother had when she was younger.

That slim resemblance to the woman who had helped make his childhood so miserable had kept him running from the one woman he had ever truly loved.

Morganna would die and go to hell before she would ever allow anyone to hurt a child of hers. The thought of children scared the hell out of him, Clint admitted, but he had been a fool to allow the past to mar the feelings he had never been able to truly run from where Morganna was concerned.

As he took the first step upstairs, he heard her in her bedroom. Dresser drawers were slamming and she was muttering angrily to herself. She would be pissed that it had taken him so long to return, but he could handle pissed.

Morganna was like a fire in winter, heated, capable of burning a man clear to his soul even as she renewed the life within him.

He could do this.

He kept his steps silent as he moved to the landing, easing his way toward her bedroom, feeling the fires she lit within his body burning higher with each step he took toward her.

“Kitty Chesney, I’ve about had it.” He rolled his eyes as he heard her talking to what could only be the cat Reno said she had acquired. She would call the damned thing Kitty Chesney. For all her love of the hard-pounding music in the clubs, Morganna still had a soft spot for one particular country artist.

He heard a distinct little meow.

“Stubborn men.” Another drawer slammed. “Tell me again why I decided he was worth waiting on. He’s not worth kicking anymore.”

He could hear the pain in her voice, felt it clenching in his heart as disillusionment colored her tone.

“That’s okay. Who the hell needs him?”

He winced at her monologue.

“I can live without him.”

His eyes narrowed.

“And the captain was very pleased with how well I handled that assignment. So happy that he gave me my pick of positions.”

Her voice was growing angrier.

“Screw him. He’s a pain in the ass, arrogant, take-over male, and I don’t need that. Do I? Tell me I don’t need that, Kitty.”

Meow.

“Exactly.”

He could imagine the sharp little toss of her head, the narrowing of her eyes.

“You know, Kitty, the next time I see him, he better be wearing a protective cup.”

Meow.

His lips quirked almost in amusement.

“Kitty,” Morganna sighed. “He’s not coming back, is he?”

His chest tightened at the pain in her voice.

Shaking his head, he moved into the doorway, then came to a cold, hard stop. Sweet merciful heaven grant him strength, because the sight of her took his breath.

She had her back to him, dressed in a black silk thong, her back covered by the long, silken fall of her hair. Rounded smooth buttocks tempted his hands, caused his erection to jerk in sudden, hungry demand.

“Sometimes, he’s just a little slow.” Clint spoke softly, leaning against the doorjamb, as Morganna whirled around to face him.

Whew. Damn. He was going to keep his head, he promised himself he would, but the small triangle of silk covering her mound and the sheer lace of the bra covering her full, firm breasts were stealing his sanity.

“You’re late.” Slender arms crossed over those heaving mounds as her irritated voice snapped through his lust-dazed senses.

“I see you got the cat.” He cleared his throat, watching Morganna carefully.

Her eyes were storm-dark, fierce, and narrowed. Her pouty lips were thinned, her cheeks flushed. Oh, she was pissed. Pissed he could deal with.

“And tonight, I’m going to find a redneck,” she snapped back at him. “I’m done with you, Clint. Go away.” She waved him away with a mocking little flip of her hand. “Me and Kitty Chesney have decided to just cut our losses and deal. You’re not wanted now.”

She turned away from him, stalked to the closet, and disappeared inside the clothing-filled depths. Clint waited. Following her into that closet would be like following a she-wolf into her lair. He was lust-crazed and so in love with her he couldn’t breathe for the hunger rising inside him, but SEAL training was tough, and every instinct he possessed warned him to tread carefully where Morganna was concerned right now.

A minute later she stalked out. It was possible she was a bit angrier than when she’d gone in. She carried a pair of jeans and some kind of white top. It didn’t look like there was much to the top. And she carried boots.

“I have a date. Go away.” She flashed him a glare.

Clint hid a grin. “You little liar. You have a meeting with Joe later.”

A little moue of displeasure pouted her lips as her gray eyes flashed back at him.

“You think you’re so smart.” She tossed the clothes on the bed as the cat watched them curiously.

“I think I know you.” He arched his brow. Morganna could fool a lot of people, but he knew her. Well. Too well, he was starting to realize.

She rolled her eyes. “Well, maybe I have a date after I meet with Joe.” She picked up the blue jeans.

“Do you like those pants, Morganna?” Clint asked curiously as she pulled the first leg over her ankle.

“Would I be wearing them otherwise?”

“Finish putting them on and I’m going to cut them off you later,” he informed her gently. “I’d hate to have to ruin a good pair of jeans.”

“I’d hate to have to hurt you, Clint.” Her smile was tight, hard, as she finished putting the jeans on.

She stared back at him defiantly, challenging. He chuckled at the deliberate dare in her expression. He watched as she dressed. She buttoned the jeans, then reached to the bed for the white sleeveless blouse. Not that she should have bothered. It barely reached her navel, flashing that little gold ring that pierced it.

He shook his head, braced his feet apart, and pushed his thumbs in the pockets of his jeans as he watched her. Yeah, she was really mad.

“It’s only been a few days, baby,” he murmured.

“It’s been five days, Clint. You left; you walked out again—”

“I love you, Morganna.”

She shut up, staring back at him with wide eyes a long second before she blinked.

“What?”

“I love you,” he repeated. “I knew I loved you five days ago. I knew I loved you more than ten years ago.”

“And you’re just now telling me?” Her breasts were moving faster now, harder. Tight little nipples pressed against the layers of bra and blouse, assuring him that her arousal was burning just as hot, just as high, as his.

Facing her with the truth, though, that was harder. Admitting to a weakness wasn’t easy for him, especially the cowardly way he had allowed the past to nearly destroy what had always been between him and Morganna.

“Yeah, I’m just now telling you.” He breathed out heavily. “Because you made me feel, Morganna. You made me dream. Dream of me and you together.” He glanced at her belly. “Dreams of you beneath me, growing round with my child. Dreams that were destroying me because I was terrified I was my father’s son.”

“You thought you would beat your child?” She stared back at him incredulously.

“Dammit, Morganna, don’t stare at me like that,” he growled. “His father beat him, just as his father before him did. I was concerned—”

“You are so full of bullshit!” She stomped her foot.

Now that really wasn’t a good sign. Morganna was approaching eruption level when she stomped her foot.

He narrowed his eyes on her, wondering what the hell she had in her mind now. This was what he got for trying to bare his soul to her? Next time he’d just fuck her and have done with it.

“You ran because you thought you’d beat your baby? Because you thought because I wore makeup and flirted and had fun, I’d screw around on you?” Her eyes began to brighten with tears. No. Hell no. She was not going to start crying.

“You ran because the big tough he-man, the Conan of the block, couldn’t make one little girl obey him like everyone else in the damned world did.” She was yelling before she finished, in his face, her finger poking into his chest. “Can your bullshit, Clint. You ran because you cared. Because when you were with me, I made you feel. I made you love and you hated it.”

And she was right, which he hated more. Or did he? She knew him. She had always known him. What made him angry, what made him laugh, what could make him pull his hair out in frustration. Morganna knew, like the little witch she was.

“You still don’t obey. Anyone.” He rubbed the back of his neck in frustration. “You drive me fucking crazy. You’ve always driven me crazy. You make me want to fuck you silly and at the same time I want to paddle your ass for not listening to good sense.”

“Good sense being whatever you want me to do?” she argued, her eyes blazing, her breasts heaving. His dick was throbbing like an open wound even as his own frustration began to rise.

Damn, nothing turned him on faster than Morganna when she decided to get defiant.

“For God’s sake, Morganna, you drove us crazy all your damned life,” he snarled. “Slipping out of your room to follow me and Reno—”

“You were always catting around.” She pouted. “God only knows what kind of disease you would have ended up with if you hadn’t had to deal with me following you instead.”

Surprise narrowed his eyes.

“The parties?”

She rolled her eyes. “Oh really, Clint, you came looking for me, didn’t you?”

His lips flattened. “The flirting? The boyfriends?”

She breathed in mockingly as she lifted her hand, glanced at her nails, then placed her fingers on her hip as she gazed back up at him archly. “Now, Clint, would you have paid half as much attention to me over the past few years if I had sat at home and waited on you? You would have forgotten I existed.”

“You little minx.” Astonished amusement underlay the irritation in his voice.

“Hey, a girl has to do what a girl has to do.” She shrugged negligently. “But I’ve stopped chasing after you, Clint. I’ll be damned if I’ll waste any more of my time on a man who continues to run from me. Go play SEAL games or something; I have a life to get on with, and living that life doesn’t include watching you leave every time you figure out that you can’t control me. And it sure as hell doesn’t include waiting on you to decide if I’m worthy of loving every time you get in a little snit.”

“A little snit?” he growled, feeling the loss of control he always felt around her. Damn her, she could tie his guts into knots with no more than a look. “Wanting to keep that pretty little ass of yours alive doesn’t constitute being in a snit, Morganna.”

“You’re too controlling—”

“You’re too damned wild,” he accused in return. “Left on your own, only God knows the chaos you’ll cause. You’re trouble in progress, dammit, and you know it.”

She tossed her head; the seductive, sensual little movement had every instinct in his body howling to take her down. He wanted her on her knees, that pert little ass lifted to him as he plowed into her from behind.

“Whatever, SEAL-boy. Now just go away. I’m certain I’ll manage fine without you.”

The last parting shot should have pissed him off. Hell, he had just bared his heart to her and she came out fighting. But he saw the pain in her eyes, the hope and the dreams. Yeah, he knew Morganna way too well. She was a woman, with a woman’s strange thoughts and illogical demands, a beautiful, challenging little witch, and by God, he was going to get the upper hand here if it killed him. She was daring him to do it, and he wasn’t about to pass up the opportunity.

“And you think I’m just going to turn and walk out that door now?” he asked her curiously. “It’s hard to believe you’re giving up so easily, Morganna. You’ve been fighting to get me into your bed for years. I thought you were more stubborn than that.”

He moved his fingers to the buttons of his shirt while he talked, flicking the little discs free as he watched her. Her eyes were locked on each movement, her cheeks flushing further as her gaze took on a hungry little gleam.

Of course she was more stubborn than that. He resisted the urge to smile, to shake his head, as he finished unbuttoning his shirt, as he pulled the hem from his jeans. Her gaze was almost a physical touch, licking over his bare chest as he shrugged from the material.

“Don’t make me cut the clothes off you, baby,” he warned her gently. “Take them off.”

Excitement flickered in her eyes.

“I told you, I have an appointment.” She crossed her arms over her breasts. “If you think getting back into my bed is going to be this easy—”

“I went to see my mother.” He sat down on Morganna’s bed, lifting one foot to place it on his knee as he began unlacing his hiking boots.

He watched Morganna. She became still, wary.

“Oh yeah?” she finally asked when he said nothing more.

“She said you came to visit.” He pulled his boot free of his foot before lifting his other foot and working on the laces of that boot.

“Is there a point to this subject?”

He dropped the boot and stared up at her. She looked fragile, delicate, and despite her ferocity, she was just a woman. Created to be protected, cherished.

“Why did you go see her?”

Her lips firmed as the irritation in her gaze turned to anger.

“She pretends to be so caring,” Morganna snarled. “She had the nerve to call here, to see if I knew where you were. Pretending to be worried because she hadn’t heard from you.” She swiped at the tear that fell from her eye. “I wanted to face her. I wanted to see the monster I knew she was.”

“And what did you see?”

She looked away, her lower lip trembling.

“You didn’t see a monster,” he told her softly. “You just saw an old, very selfish woman. You saw something you couldn’t fix.”

Another tear tracked down her cheek.

“I love you, Morganna,” he whispered. “I’m not hiding from that any longer. I’m not running anymore. I’m scared shitless, though; I’ll tell you that right now. The thought of destroying that love, of destroying your belief in me, terrifies me.”

He watched her swallow tightly as she gazed back at him, her face becoming damper with her tears. He rose from the bed, unable to stand those tears, to bear the pain in her eyes.

Clint reached out to her, fighting the trembling in his hands as he clasped her face, his thumbs easing the dampness from her cheeks.

“I’ll never leave you again,” he swore, knowing that running was no longer an option. “You’ll drive me crazy, I’ll go gray early, but I’ll always love you, Morganna. With everything inside me, I’ll love you . . . and any children you allow me to father.”

She gasped, a shudder working through her as her lips parted, the tears running faster.

“I love you.” Her whispered sob ripped through his heart with a joy and a hope that filled every particle of his being. “Oh God, Clint, I love you.”


 


Chapter 30

 

 

He had said the C-Word. “Children.” The L-word. “Love.” Morganna felt the aching, desolate emptiness that had held her for the past five days ease from her body as Clint’s lips covered hers.

The feel of his lips moving on hers, his tongue licking, teeth nipping, had her reaching for more, wishing she could crawl into his body and hold on to him forever.

“The clothes are coming off, Morganna,” he growled a second before his hands moved, his fingers curling into the low neckline of the shirt and tearing it apart.

Buttons scattered as she felt him pulling her arms from his shoulders before he jerked the material from them.

“I should tie you down and cut those jeans off.” His hands tore at the metal buttons. “But damn, they look good on you, baby. I might want to see you in them again sometime.”

“I might let you.” Morganna fought to pant for breath as Clint knelt in front of her, slowly drawing the jeans down her thighs, lifting one ankle, then the other until he was tossing the material away.

“You take my breath away.” He laid his head against her stomach, his lips pressing against her skin, his tongue flickering against her belly ring, tasting her skin as she shuddered in his grip.

Calloused fingertips rotated against her outer thighs, smoothed over her flesh, sent razor-sharp explosions of need echoing through her womb. She could feel the pleasure racing through her nerve endings, his touch, heated, moving deeper than flesh alone as his fingers moved slowly closer to the aching center of her body.

“You’re making my knees weak,” she whispered breathlessly, her fingers clenching in his shoulders as the slow-building burn began to encompass her body.

Morganna could feel the heated slide of dampness from her vagina, the swollen nub of her clitoris, her nipples sensitizing. Each touch of his fingertips, each slow, sensual drag drawing closer to the small triangle of silk covering her sex, had the veil of sensuality thickening around her.

She could feel the perspiration gathering on her body, between her breasts. Each panting breath rasped her nipples against the delicate lace of her bra; each suspended moment brought Clint closer to his goal.

“You bewitch me,” he breathed against the moist silk between her thighs, sending shards of incredible pleasure to tear through her body.

“Clint.” Whether her whispered plea was a protest or a whimper for more, she couldn’t say.

His hand moved, his fingertips rasping against the silk covering the swollen folds of her sex as she shivered before him. The other moved to her rear, curving beneath a rounded buttock in support.

“You smell like summer.” He nuzzled his lips against the damp material as a broken cry fell from her lips. She was shaking in need, perched on the edge of an arousal so intense she wasn’t certain she could survive it.

“I love your touch,” she panted. “Your hands, your lips . . .” She was almost sobbing with the need for more, the need to feel him against her, surrounding her, penetrating her.

“Ah, baby, no more than I love touching.” He drew the silk aside before giving the slick flesh a long, loving lick, drawing her moisture to him, feasting on the taste of her.

Her thighs parted further at the urging of his hands, her legs shaking as she fought for the strength to stand before him.

His tongue rasped over the delicate, tender bud at the apex of her mound, licking around it, drawing it into his mouth before suckling at it with greedy pulls of his mouth.

Her womb rippled with the incredible pleasure; her vagina convulsed with the need to be filled. Her hips pressed closer to his lips as her hands moved to his head, fingers burying into the silk of her hair as she opened herself further for him, pleading for release.

“As intoxicating as the finest wine,” he whispered against her saturated flesh before kissing at her clit with gentle suction. “Come for me now, baby. Fill me with sweetness.”

Two long, broad fingers slid inside the hungry depths of her vagina as his lips circled her clitoris, drew on it, his tongue flickering over it with devastating results.

She came apart beneath the onslaught, her body tightening, arching, suspended within a pleasure that sent starbursts shattering through her mind.

The world tilted as the quakes of pleasure tore through her. The feel of the mattress at her back was quickly followed by the rending of the silk between her thighs. Morganna opened her eyes, staring into the brilliance of Clint’s dark blue eyes as he pushed her thighs up, back, then filled her.

The burning pleasure tore through her vagina, clenched her womb, and had her arching closer. Her hips writhed as he worked inside her, spearing the depths of her sex with such incredible rapture that she was screaming with it.

Her nails bit into his shoulders, her back arched.

“There, baby . . . so sweet, so tight.” Clint strained against her, pushing inside her with greedy thrusts, stroking nerve endings so sensitized that the next orgasm sent her screaming with the pleasure.

“More,” he groaned, his voice hoarse, desperate, as he pushed her further, sending her peaking again, hard tremors shuddering through her as she felt him tighten above her.

Three hard, fierce thrusts heralded his release. He drove inside her with a near-violent surge before catching her orgasm at its peak as his own release joined hers. She felt the hard spurts of semen filling her, the rich heat, a bonding as she melded into him, as he melded to her.

“I love you. . . .” His voice was a strangled vow at her ear. “With all I am, Morganna, I love you. . . . ”


 


Epilogue

 

 

Diego Fuentes sat silently behind his desk, staring at the waves breaking over the California coast below the mountainside home.

His steepled fingers rested against his chin, his eyes narrowed thoughtfully at the sun setting in the distance. Behind him, the report that had been faxed in was crumpled on his desk from the fury that had driven into his brain as he read it.

The lab had been destroyed. The potent date rape drug known on the streets as Whores Dust was gone forever. The stupid scientist had refused to give Diego the recipe for it, and it was so complicated that so far the others he had working on it had yet to duplicate it properly.

It had something to do not so much with the ingredients as it did with the production of those ingredients.

Ah well. He had quite a bit stocked in a little-known warehouse, and though it wasn’t enough to make available on the streets, it would be enough for other uses perhaps.

“Don Diego.” His new general knocked briefly at the door before stepping inside. “More reports have come in.”

Diego turned in his chair to watch as the older man entered the room.

Saul had at one time been Diego’s father’s advisor. He had returned this past year to advise Diego and now, with Roberto’s death, had agreed to take the helm as Diego’s second.

Saul was a good man. A cold, merciless man.

“Come in, Saul.” Diego smiled benignly. “What more could those bastard DEA agents have taken from me?”

“Grant Samuels’ journal,” Saul answered. “Our men have found only those filled with his lurid imaginings of his wife. We have not yet found the one that reveals the secrets Carmelita gave him.”

Carmelita. Diego sighed. He had loved her. Loved her until there was no reasoning involved. And she had betrayed him so many times and with so many men.

“What of our SEAL?” There was another loose end. “He is still secure?”

“He’s secure.” Saul’s lips lifted into a cruel smile. “The latest batch of the drug that Dr. Germano created seems to have promise. We’ll break him yet.”

Breaking the SEAL had become a compulsion. He was strong. So strong that he had resisted the Whores Dust for over a year now. He had yet to take any of the women locked into his cell with him. Though Diego could tell it was wearing away at the man’s sanity. Soon the SEAL would find his release in a body other than his wife’s, and then Diego could kill him.

But until then, they had that damned journal to deal with.

“Samuel’s wife would know,” Diego said pensively. “Take her and question her. If she does not talk, then you can give her to your men for their trouble. Watch Merino as well. He will not give up until he finds the journal. If the wife does not know where it is, then Merino will find it.”

“Those were my thoughts as well.” Saul nodded. “His daily journals speak of the secret one often. Merino will not be able to resist searching for it.”

Diego smiled at that. The journals spoke often of Grant’s wife and betrayed her with every stroke of his pen. Not that she knew a damned thing her husband was involved in, but Grant had planned carefully in the event of his arrest. Too bad the bastard had not planned for his death.

“Take the wife. And please arrange for an accident for the faithless Jenna. A painful one.”

“It will be arranged.” Saul nodded. “I’ve also finalized the plans to draw in your son, my friend. Striking the senator’s daughter once again should pull him in. We should have no problems now that the spies within your organization are gone. Once we secure the journal, we can then proceed with our plan to acquire his loyalty. Everything will run smoothly from here on out.”

Yes, it would. Saul was now in charge, and he trusted no one. Least of all a woman. Perhaps he had a chance, though, with his son. The boy he had been unaware of for much too long.

Women. They could not be trusted. They were, as his father had warned him, traitorous whores who were less than the dogs who served them. At least the dogs, animals though they were, knew loyalty. But sons, true sons, a son with the power, strength, and honor this one possessed. Such a son would be an asset.

“Yes,” Diego whispered, aware of Saul slowly leaving the room. “Yes, now we bring in my son.” The son Carmelita and his father had not told him of.

Diego’s heart still ached for her even as fury ate at his soul. How he had trusted her, loved her. She had been the light in his world, and her death had nearly destroyed him. Until he found the pictures. Until he learned of her vile lusts and her betrayals. Until he learned how many times she had nearly succeeded in murdering his true child.

If he missed her at times, he pushed the traitorous feelings back and found one of her special pets to punish. Such as Trina.

Carmelita had taught him much. Lessons he would not forget.

He tapped the glossy wood surface of his desk as he considered his more immediate problems, though. Grant Samuels’ journal must be found. And then his pet SEAL must be broken.

The SEALs, they were resilient if nothing else. A true challenge to a man such as him. Clinton McIntyre had survived Roberto, which Diego had anticipated. It was but another link in the chain to acquire his dream. And the girl, the Chavez girl, Morganna. They had escaped Roberto’s plans.

Poor Roberto. Diego had warned him about using Santos for such an important operation, but the man had been insistent. It had only made it easier for Diego to kill Santos.

Diego still couldn’t believe the boy was stupid enough to contact those SEALs, to believe he could trade the information on the pet Diego kept in exchange for the SEALs’ getting his charges dropped. Santos had known of the prosecutor’s ties with Diego, the location of the lab, and the location of the SEALs’ missing friend.

Such betrayal could only be met with death. Thankfully Saul had been smart enough to keep a tail on Santos and to bring in a team when he realized what the younger man was up to.

Roberto had blamed the deaths on McIntyre and the woman. Instead of placing the blame on Santos’ shoulders where it belonged. Such family loyalty weakened a man. Love for anything other than oneself or one’s child was a grave mistake. Roberto’s need for vengeance had been the death of him.

Ah well. Killing McIntyre and the Chavez girl had not been Diego’s idea, so he did not suffer it. The lab, that had been a loss, but not worth seeking vengeance over for now.

For now, he had more important matters to deal with. . . .
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Prologue

 

 

DIEGO FUENTES STARED INTO THE vast panorama of cliffs and ocean outside his borrowed home, and reflected on destiny. The destiny of a man and what he builds through his life, and how his legacy would be carried on. The destiny of a man born to power, but whose greatness is often diminished by those he loves.

The destiny of a man determined to protect and nurture the last resource that would guide his empire into the future.

At his side lay the report smuggled from the United States offices of Homeland Security. The detailed pages of reports on the men he sought. Their strengths and weaknesses, code names and locations. Their operational status and the fact that each man was part of the highly organized strike that had killed his youngest son and whore of a wife eighteen months previously.

The information on his oldest son was there as well. A strong, proud man, and one who had been involved in that same operation.

There were threads and ties, loyalties and friendships, among the five men. Five now. There had once been six. And each of them was another link in the chain that led to his son.

He couldn’t kill them, not and achieve his aims. As much as he wanted to kill all but one of them, his hands were bound. This game must be very carefully played; the sacrifice of his nephew and uncle in the operation against the DEA several months before had been regrettable, but they had known the risks and they had failed. Failure was not acceptable. Now, he must decide which pawn to move in the delicate battle waging between himself and the son he had slowly been courting for many months now.

His fingers tapped against the arm of the leather chair as he stared into the distant skyline with narrowed eyes.

Along with the reports had come the information on the U.S. senators heading a committee to oversee the enforcement of America’s drug laws and to advise on certain operations being carried out.

One such operation was Deep Sweep, a multiagency task force set up to draw out the spy Diego had planted within their midst.

A smile tipped his lips. He was no fool, despite the appearance of it that he had given lately. He saw the pawns, accepted the sacrifices, and allowed the illusion of his own humility for one end. To test the boy who would eventually inherit all Diego had built.

Now, another move must be made.

He turned, spreading his arms on the desk to encompass the files and reports laid out before him. Across the desk, his father’s old advisor, Saul, waited patiently, his lined expression filled with sadness at the news that had come in that Santiago and Manuelo had been arrested and were now being held in an American prison to await trial.

“You have provided for my nephew and uncles comfort?” He asked Saul then.

Saul nodded patiently. “The money was passed to the proper hands as of this morning. All their needs will be taken care of.”

Diego nodded as he leaned back in his chair and regarded Saul quizzically. “And our spy, Mr. White? What have you learned?”

Saul sighed heavily. “As I have warned you, my friend, this man, he is greedy and growing powerful, as is evidenced by his new association with the European terrorist Sorrell, who wishes to make use of your cartel. Together, they will move against you when they believe the time is right. They have evidently not decided that time has yet come.”

Diego nodded. This he knew as well. He had seen it coming in the past years, and in the carefully worded information he had been given by his spy. Power meant everything to some men. To this man especially. And he believed his association with the terrorist cell of Sorrell would bring him that great power.

Diego would show him the error of his ways. Eventually.

“Are his reports accurate?” Diego asked.

“They are accurate, but he neglects to mention important key factors regarding each one. He is holding information back, saving it for his own ends, or for a time when it can bring him rewards.”

“Such as information on this man?” Diego picked up a file and tossed it to Saul.

The picture on the front of the manila folder was harsh. Either from the low light or from something within the man himself. Savage features, piercing emerald eyes, and a brooding, dangerous expression. This was a man others were always wary of.

“Kell Krieger. He is the grandson of a very prominent Louisiana family. What your friend neglected to mention is that Mr. Krieger has crossed our path once before in New Orleans, nearly fifteen years ago. We made an example of his wife in retaliation for his work with a New Orleans detective there. He killed two of our best men, bare-handed.”

“Interesting that our friend did not mention this,” Diego mused.

Diego did indeed remember the incident, though he hadn’t remembered the name. Disowned for marrying his pregnant girlfriend, a woman born on the streets with nothing to her name but the clothes on her back. Krieger had fallen in love with her at the tender age of seventeen. He had married before he turned eighteen. Six months later, he had left New Orleans and joined the Navy, a widower.

To support his young wife Kell had worked at a local diner in New Orleans, an establishment that two high-ranking suppliers within Diego’s cartel had frequented. Krieger had been spying on the cartel members for a local police investigator. It had resulted in their arrest during a particularly important drug deal.

They had warned the young man, Diego thought with regret. They had warned him not to testify against the suppliers, but he had not heeded that warning. His wife and child had paid the price. Though Diego had been unaware at the time of the wife’s pregnancy. Perhaps he would have stayed his hand had he known. Allowed the wife to live rather than giving the order for her death. But that was so long ago, and during a time when Diego believed that power only came with blood.

Ah, the mistakes he had made as a youth. The blood he had shed that in time would have been better served had he allowed mercy. Such mistakes made a man, but even more, they reminded a man, as age began to creep up on him, of his own mortality.

“What of this one?” Seeing threads and connections, Diego tossed another file toward Saul.

“Senator Richard Stanton and his daughter, Emily. The senator is former Navy, a SEAL. Fairly public knowledge. What your spy did not tell you is that he was instrumental in the planning and attack on your South American estate that resulted in your wife’s and your son Roberto’s deaths. Of course, we did abduct his daughter along with the other girls that were brought there. His daughter, Emily, is a teacher at an Atlanta school. Another piece of information not imparted is that she enjoys a rather eccentric hobby. She writes books of romance, though she has not yet published any of her writings. Her research efforts I have included in my attached report.”

The girl did enjoy some unique ways of research, Diego thought with a hidden smile. She was as wild as the winds and yet as innocent as newly fallen snow. The innocence he hadn’t expected, but her doctor’s records confirmed it.

“You are, as always, thorough.” Diego tapped his fingers against the desk. “I believe it is time to show our friendly spy that his efforts to defeat me will not succeed. I have a particular little game in mind for this one.”

“In what way?” Saul asked, leaning forward now with interest.

“He has requested that we take care of a certain problem for him,” Diego mused. “This Senator Stanton worries him, and he wishes him taken care of as well as his daughter. It seems he fears the girl will remember something of her stay here, especially those events which pertain to the other two girls who were kidnapped with her. Tell him we will do this. Then, send a message to Judas and inform him that this action will take place and that the SEAL team Durango is the only force that I now fear. After all, two of its members have already defeated me. Perhaps I worry, late into the night, that these men are too powerful for me to defeat.” His lips twisted at the thought.

“Judas will question the information,” Saul warned him. “He is not so easy to fool, Diego.”

Diego shook his head. “When you impart this information, tell him also that we have uncovered a rumor that the missing SEAL he seeks is being held by the same man that the senator seeks and there is the chance we can negotiate his release. Tell him, then, that all things come with a price, and he must decide if this is a price he can pay.”

“Do you want the boy when you must blackmail him into your arms, Diego?” Saul asked gently.

Diego’s fist slammed onto the wooden desk. “I will take my son however I can get him!” he snarled. Then, with a force of will he regained control, his jaw tightening with the effort it cost him. “I will not have to blackmail him. He is a man of his word and he is loyal. I have pulled back each time I have encountered his men. I give him things he needs to save those he loves. I have shown him my loyalty, now he must show me his. Tell him this. This woman is in danger.” He pointed to the file. “She is in danger because of her father’s investigations into the identity of the government spy. A spy who also knows the location of his missing SEAL brother. This team will be assigned to her protection. I know this. And I will then have the final key to the chains that will tie my son to me. The man we hold is no longer of use to us without the drug we were using on him to perfect. With the scientist’s death, financial gain will no longer be an option. But his safety will be of importance to the boy.”

Saul stared at him for long moments before realization began to dawn. “He will have to compromise himself in the eyes of his people to save his friend. He will no longer have their trust.”

Diego nodded slowly. “That one called Macey, he works diligently to uncover Judas’s identity. Discovering this informant is very important to him. We will give Macey the final key to uncovering Judas if he does not come to us willingly before then.”

Saul inclined his head in approval. Disconcertingly, Diego felt a rush of pride at the old man’s response. This was as close to his father as he could ever come, and the approval was nearly a benediction to him.

“I will begin this plan.” Saul rose to his feet slowly, his age hampering movements that had once been smooth and powerful. “You will have your son soon, my friend.”

Diego nodded in agreement, but in his heart he feared nothing with his boy would ever be easy. His son had been raised with hatred for the father he had never known. His son had feared him as a child, and the mother who bore him had been terrified for his life because of Carmelita’s vindictiveness.

A child he hadn’t known of until the bitch’s death. The teams of assassins sent out to track him down and kill him, the constant threat of death or kidnapping, had resulted in a child who had known only a blood lust for vengeance.

Defeating the blood lust had been the hardest battle. It had taken nearly two years of careful maneuvering before his son had accepted the truth. And now, now, Diego was so close to drawing him in, to gaining the loyalty of a man known among his peers as one who could always be trusted. He was a man of his word, and of his weapon. He was the man to lead the Fuentes cartel into the future.

But first, one more small game. It would take one more finely tuned move to draw him in. This woman, Emily Stanton, would have the option of only two protectors. Diego knew which one it would be, for Judas would never give his heart to such a tender thing until Diego’s death or imprisonment.

That left Krieger. He had learned much about this SEAL team over the past eighteen months. Two were married, and fiercely devoted to their wives. They were also the senior officers of the team. The protection of the girl would go to one of lesser rank while the superiors guarded the senator and this Macey worked the computers for information.

They each had their roles, separate but working together in every operation they undertook. Disciplined and in control, they were powerful warriors. And when his son accepted his rightful place, then he would bring this discipline and control to the men beneath him.

Diego smiled. A cartel of men trained with the same degree of precision as a Navy SEAL by a man dedicated to the cartel’s future, and the Fuentes power would only increase tenfold.

And this was his dream. To one day lie safely in his bed, taken from this earth because age could not be denied, and knowing that his legacy, the legacy of his father and grandfather, would thrive through Fuentes blood. A dream he could now see coming to fruition.


 

 

 

 

One

 

 

IN THE MIDDLE AGES EMILY Stanton would have been tied to a stake and set aflame for witchcraft. Or bound in chains and stuck in a dark little hole where she couldn’t drive sane men crazy, Kell Krieger thought with a grin as he kept a careful distance between himself and Emily’s Trailblazer as they traversed Atlanta’s increasingly heavy traffic flow.

Were it the Middle Ages, he would have rescued her from a dark hole or the stake, outfitted her in leather, given her a sword and followed her into battle. Because sure as hell, any man who saw her coming at him would have been struck dumb long enough for a strong warrior to lop his head from his shoulders.

But it wasn’t the Middle Ages, and Atlanta’s traffic wasn’t really a war zone, it just resembled one sometimes. Like now, just before rush hour, when those fighting to escape the maddening traffic jams were driving like kamikaze students with no fear of death.

Emily certainly had no fear. But then again, he couldn’t remember a time when she had known fear. Even when she should have, the time she was bound and shoved into a dirty shack on the Fuentes compound and glared at her captors with hatred.

What she had on the freeway was experience. Someone had taught her aggressive driving techniques that would have done a SEAL proud. Hell, she had lost the tail he was certain she hadn’t known she had, miles back.

Research. He was betting she had taken some kind of lessons on the pretext of research for the books that were never published and stories that were still only half finished.

And he had to grin at the thought of that. She was driving her father crazy with the so-called research, and over the years she had given Kell no end of amusement as he listened to the senator rant and rave about her exploits on the rare occasions Kell had managed to meet with him over the years.

But now, the danger she was in had him and the senator sweating, especially after her kidnapping by Fuentes nearly two years ago.

She wasn’t safe. And the way she wrapped her bodyguards around her slender fingers, they would be of no help to her when Fuentes decided to take her again, as the information suggested he would. She wasn’t safe, but she thought she could protect herself. She was just smart enough to be dangerous to herself, and too gentle to ever be a danger to the evil stalking her.

They thought she was safe. God help him, he had believed Fuentes would adhere to the rules of the game and leave her be after her rescue from the first kidnapping. And perhaps he would have, if the spy codenamed Mr. White hadn’t grown increasingly worried about her father’s efforts to track him down.

Now, here was Emily, fighting to find a life despite her father’s overprotection and the shadow of danger. For seven years she had lived with one bodyguard after another, had endured her father’s overprotective love, and had tried to balance her needs against his fears.

From the look of things, she had grown tired of the battle, though.

Today, she wore the disguise she had been using for the past week before heading from her condo on the outskirts of Atlanta to the strip joint on the other side of the large town. The long brown wig and makeup adjustment would only fool someone who didn’t really know her. Kell would have recognized her in a second, no matter what her disguise.

His conversation that morning with her father when he gave his oral report had been telling, though. The bodyguard Dyson was ready to break, if the report he sent in the night before was any indication.

Chet Dyson had warned the senator that the situation wasn’t working out and his daughter was becoming too confrontational for him to effectively protect her, especially considering that the senator refused to allow Dyson to tell her of the renewed threat. Dyson was getting nervous. It was time to pull him out.

Damn, she was good in this traffic. She flipped in front of an eighteen-wheeler with plenty of room to spare but with a move that nearly caught him off guard and kept him from advancing with her.

Horns blared and he was sure there were men cursing her from one lane to the next. Men got nervous when a woman drove like that. It made them unpredictable. Few men could handle a woman that aggressive and unpredictable.

Kell loved it. The challenge fired his blood and had a smile of anticipation curving his lips. Never had he met a woman whom he found exciting outside the bed. But this one, she would keep a man on his toes well beyond the age where it should be possible. And he had known that since the night she celebrated her eighteenth birthday and turned his little world upside down with a smile.

She was a woman who enjoyed life. It sparkled in her eyes and showed in her smile. She was a woman guaran-damn-teed to drive him insane and he wasn’t even officially her bodyguard yet. He was just the dumb shit ordered to follow her and her present bodyguard around until gears were put into motion and Durango Team could be rounded up from their various locations. God help him when he had to stay in her home under the cover his commander had informed him he would be using.

Because he had lusted after Miss Emily Stanton for seven years. The only thing that had saved her was the fact that he was rarely around her. Living in her home, sleeping under the same roof with her, pretending to be her lover was going to break him and he knew it. Soon, he would have her in his bed; the only battle would be keeping her out of his heart.

As he fought to keep up with her in the traffic, Kell found himself cursing along with all the other men in vehicles around them. If he hadn’t been trying to follow her, he would have acknowledged her cunning and daring. But he was trying to follow her, and she was making it damned hard to do so.

It happened every time he trailed her anywhere. He cussed her for hours. Swore he was going to tie her up and stuff her in a closet. That he would find a nice little uninhabited island to stick her on where she couldn’t endanger herself or others.

It made a man glad he had a will, even if he didn’t have an heir.

Who knew an SUV could move like that? He was on his Harley and he couldn’t gain the momentum she had on an interstate packed with four lanes of prerush-hour traffic.

He was reciting every curse he had learned, in Arabic, in a Middle Eastern prison three years ago. Then he tried the Russian versions that he had learned in a cold little jail in some back mountain province he didn’t want to even think about.

But he made it, with only inches to spare between the back tire of his precious Harley and a four-by-four pickup as wide as a barn.

But he was back in place on her ass, and snarling as she zipped and whipped through the inner-city traffic.

Because it was obvious her bodyguard couldn’t do a damned thing with her. He wasn’t even smart enough to call in backup to contain her. As though backup could do anything with a slippery little fox, he thought with a spurt of amusement.

Keeping a careful distance between his Harley and her SUV, he flattened his lips once again and promised himself that the minute he took over her security he was locking her in a room with no escape routes and throwing away the damned key.

Then his lips quirked in amusement. Hell no, he wouldn’t lock her up. The first thing he was going to do was see how damned fast he could get all that restless fire and passion between the sheets.

He had waited long enough for her. She was older now, mature. She could go to bed with him and not be destroyed when it was time for him to walk away.

As she pulled into the back lot of a strip club, he amended the previous idea. He wasn’t locking her in a room. A room was too good for the hell she was getting ready to put him through when he pulled her out of Timbo’s. He was locking her in chains and finding a hole deep enough to contain the little witch. Because sure as hell, if he dragged her out of this place, he was going to end up pissed off, bruised, bloody, and maybe with a few bones broken. And for that, he was going to demand a bit of satisfaction.

No, not just a bit. A lot. And likely more than either of them needed. Definitely more than he should be thinking. Because he kept imagining her, not in a hole, but in a bed, her arms stretched over her head, her legs spread, open and inviting. And that lush little body panting for him.

Damn, a hard-on sure as hell wasn’t what he needed right now.

He pulled the Harley into an alley alongside the back parking lot, concealing it behind the trees that struggled to live amid the rot and decay that surrounded them, and watched as Emily and her bodyguard moved from the vehicle.

He was going to end up in a fight before this was over with.

Not that Kell cared to fight. Hell, he loved to fight. But he didn’t think the senator would appreciate the fact that his little girl had been to a strip club, not with the danger facing her now. And the senator wasn’t going to be happy either. Kell wondered about Emily’s present bodyguard and his obvious lack of sanity.

Chet Dyson was a former marine, tough, supposedly fearless, but that was fear Kell saw on his face. Desperation. He was looking around for an escape route, not an attacker, even as he argued with his charge.

Kell shook his head. He had heard the other man arguing with her as they left, demanding her keys, threatening to call her father, cursing. But the dumb ass had parked it right in the passenger seat anyway and let Emily have her head.

They disappeared in the back door of the strip club and Kell sighed wearily. He was going to have to go in there and find out what the hell she was up to. That was something he had hoped to put off, because knowing the research habits he had uncovered so far, he had a feeling it could be control destroying. It was his luck she was researching the criminal underbelly of Atlanta, a move guaranteed to get her pretty little head shot off her shoulders.

Shaking his head, he started the Harley and pulled around to the front lot where he parked it beneath the eagle eye of Timbo’s doorman. Kell snorted at the title. Tiny was no one’s idea of a doorman. He was seven feet of hulking muscle and an expression that made a grizzly look nice. Narrow black eyes watched him silently as he swung off the Harley and powerful black arms crossed over his wide chest.

“What kind of trouble are you stirring up here, Krieger?” Tiny asked suspiciously as he neared the door.

“Nothing too messy, Tiny.” Kell grinned. “Let me in for a drink. My pigeon just walked in the back door and I need to keep an eye on her.”

Amusement flickered in Tiny’s eyes. “That little thing Cherry’s giving dancing lessons to?” If Kell wasn’t mistaken an edge of affection crept into the big man’s voice. That was scary. Predictable, but scary nonetheless. She had a way of drawing people to her, of making them care whether they wanted to or not.

He sure as hell hadn’t wanted to. But from the moment he had met her fifteen years before, only weeks after the death of his young wife and their unborn child, he had found himself looking into her too perceptive gaze and knowing that if he wasn’t careful, she would make him care.

“Yeah,” Kell drawled, narrowing his eyes. “Why?”

“She’s doing a lap dance this afternoon. For me.”

Every bone and muscle in Kell’s body tightened as rage flickered across his senses.

“She’s doing what?”

Tiny grinned down at him. “She’s been taking lessons from Cherry this week. Today’s test day. She’s doing her moves and Timbo said she could do them for me.”

Like hell. As Kell stared back he moved his hand to his wallet, pulled it free, and knew he was in deep shit when Tiny glanced at it with satisfaction.

“Now how did I know you wouldn’t like that?” The other man’s voice filled with smug satisfaction. “Boy, you got the look of a man getting ready to drown. Maybe I should save you from yourself.”

“How much?”

“I like you, Krieger.” He shook his head. “But she’s damned pretty.”

Kell pulled a hundred free.

“And I know what Cherry’s been teaching her.” Tiny’s grin got wider.

Kell pulled free the second hundred.

“And she’s just the prettiest little piece of candy.”

Kell pulled the knife from his boot in a move so fast Tiny barely had time to blink before the edge was pressing against his throat.

He swallowed tightly. “But she ain’t that sweet.” He reached out and took the two hundreds from Kell’s other hand with a tentative movement. “Better you than me. That woman’s trouble.”

Kell’s lips thinned as he lowered the knife and slid it back into the sheath at the side of his boot.

“Don’t let anyone else in,” he ordered.

“I wasn’t supposed to let you in,” Tiny grunted.

Kell sliced a hard, killing look back at him.

“But, hey man, I know you and that knife.” He grinned. “I’ll keep the place clear. Those were the orders anyway. Better hurry, though, show starts soon. It’s guaranteed to be a killer.”

No shit. Kell was beginning to guess that if Emily Stanton was involved, then no matter what it was, it had the potential to kill.

Her father, a former SEAL, had made a grave tactical error in giving her a taste of excitement as a child before jerking it away from her and trying to marry her off to men determined to control her.

Kell had watched from afar for years, never interfering, despite his disagreement with the senator. He had watched the steady stream of men sent in to guard that delectable body with aspirations of marriage. Those aspirations never lasted long. A few weeks to a few months. They slinked out of her life with their tails between their legs.

Until two years ago. When she had put her foot down for the first time and refused another male presence in her home. Three months later, Fuentes had taken her. And she had only become more determined since then to learn how to protect herself.

This wasn’t a woman who accepted limits, unless they were her own. She made her own rules. And Kell understood that. He respected that. Even if he was determined that before it was over, she would shape those rules to suit not just her needs, but his as well.

He had found a vixen. Taming her wasn’t on the agenda, but touching her, tasting her was, and that would take careful planning. Because vixens didn’t give in easily.

There would be nothing easy about Emily. But that was okay, because there was nothing easy about him either.


 

 

 

 

Two

 

 

EMILY MADE CERTAIN THE LONG, dark brown wig was firmly in place, the strands of hair hiding the fact that it was indeed a wig. Her makeup exaggerated the arch of her brows and the tilt of her eyes, and the slouchy clothes were nothing like the cool, comfortably loose clothes she normally wore.

Not that she thought Cherry the stripper was fooled. She knew Emily was in disguise. But she didn’t know who Emily was and that was all that mattered. When a senator’s daughter went for extreme research, she did have to at least attempt a measure of decorum. Especially when said senator’s daughter had managed to totally screw up once before and get herself kidnapped.

Her father still hadn’t let her live that one down, and he wasn’t likely to forget it for a while. She wasn’t likely to forget it either, her nightmares assured her of that. That didn’t mean she intended to bury her head in her father’s cocoon-wrapped hideout and forget about living.

If she did that, then Fuentes and the monster that haunted her nightmares would have won. She wasn’t about to allow that to happen.

“So, which outfit?” The stripper Emily had hired to teach her the dance moves indicated a row of gaudy, sparkling material to choose from.

Emily glanced at the row of clothes on the racks as the dancer waved toward them negligently. Cherry Layne was tall, at least five eight without her high heels, and skinny to boot. Damn, Emily hated skinny women.

Long red-gold curls cascaded to Cherry’s slim shoulders and framed a kittenish face that held a smile more often than not.

“How about the schoolgirl outfit?” Cherry indicated the little plaid skirt and white top she had hung on the rack. “Men just go wild for this one.”

“Eww, Cherry. That’s just wrong.” She couldn’t go there. She was a teacher, for pity’s sake. At least, she would be a teacher again after summer break. That was close enough.

Cherry’s grin was wicked. “Sweet girl, you don’t know the fantasies you’re missing out on.”

Emily shuddered and shook her head with a grimace. “Not me. No, thank you.”

The stripper only laughed and fingered through the outfits again.

“Cheerleader?”

“Ugh.” Emily grimaced. “Keep going.”

“There’s not a lot here that will fit you.” Cherry frowned as Emily cast her a mocking glare.

“You don’t have to rub it in.” She sighed.

“Sweetie, you got curves,” Cherry said. “I’d love curves, but some of these outfits just trash a solid body.”

She held up a pair of thongs and wispy bra as an example. “Not exactly curvy material.” She laughed.

“Not exactly my material either.” Emily shook her head. “Let’s keep it simple.”

Very simple. She didn’t want to flash every inch of skin, just see how sexy it felt to do the dance. Kira swore it would awaken hormones she didn’t know she had. Cherry promised it would make her feel hot and desirable.

“Hmm. How about this one? It would go perfect with your figure as well as your personality. Nice and sweet on the outside and all slut on the inside.”

“Slut?” Emily lifted her brows, not knowing if she should be offended or amused.

She had never been considered slut material in her entire life. Prude. Ice queen. Frigid. But never slut. Maybe she should just take it as a compliment, she thought, amused.

“On the inside, sweetie.” Cherry’s eyes sparkled with mirth. “Men love the public good girl and the private whore. Haven’t you figured that out?”

No. She hadn’t. But she admitted, her education was lacking.

“Interesting,” she murmured, wondering if she had managed to hide the fact that she didn’t have a clue what the stripper was talking about.

“Now, some of the highbrow types like to pretend they don’t want it.” Cherry shrugged. “Men like that come here. They have their little madonnas they married, and they have their hot little tarts on the side. But some men, men who know how to treat a woman, now, they understand it.”

And she was supposed to find one of those where?

“Here, try it on.” Cherry handed her the outfit.

It wasn’t exactly a costume; rather it looked more like a simple business skirt and white cotton blouse. But it would work.

“Did you get the sexy undies I told you to pick up?” Cherry asked as she laid the skirt and blouse on the chair beside Emily.

“Wearing them now.” Emily grinned at the thought of the sexy, lacy underwear she was wearing. “Are you sure this is going to work?”

“Perfectly.” Cherry waved a manicured hand negligently at Emily’s question. The owner was supposed to arrange for one of the bouncers to be available for her lap dance. “Timbo doesn’t cheat his customers. He’ll have someone out there and you’ll knock them dead.”

What was the point in going to the trouble to learn the exotic dance steps and, specifically, the lap dance if she couldn’t try it out on someone? The research she needed was specific. And if she didn’t find a way to convince her agent that her characters could and would get nasty, then her writing career was over before it ever even truly began.

“Get hot!” Cicily had told her. “Get nasty. Show the editors that your women know how to be women and your men know how to love them, or you’re not going to sell.”

She rolled her eyes at the thought of it as she dressed in the short skirt and blouse. Get hot. Get nasty. She needed to get sex before she dried up and turned into an old prune.

Her bad-boy heroes weren’t bad enough and the women they loved were cardboard characters. Perhaps she was the problem. The cardboard writer. How did one write hot when one never had a man desirable enough to get hot over?

Biting her lip, she stared back at the woman in the makeup mirror. Herself. She could do this. Her friend Kira said dancing for a man would make her feel hot. That tempting him, seducing him, was a major turn-on. Unfortunately, so far, it had just been work.

“Ready?” Cherry tilted her head to the side, her long red hair falling over her shoulder, as she gave Emily an encouraging look.

As ready as she would ever be after nearly a week of instruction by the drill sergeant Cherry had turned out to be.

“Ready.” Yes. She could do this.

Emily slid her feet into the ridiculously high black heels Cherry had placed on the floor in front of her then pressed her hand to her stomach before following the other woman from the dressing room.

“I’ll be watching you,” Cherry assured her. “And remember, the guy Timbo got to practice the lap dance is not allowed to touch you. I’ll be watching and so will David. If he tries, he’s hamburger meat. Okay?”

David was the ridiculously large bouncer who adored Cherry. They were the oddest couple, but Emily had to admit, they seemed to match.

She paused at the side of the dance stage as Cherry moved across it, her long legs eating the short distance until she stepped into the sound cubicle. Seconds later, the music began.

Emily sauntered onto the stage, moving in time to the music, hips swaying, counting beats to movements, wondering where the pumping adrenaline was that Cherry talked about. The need to feel sexy. The need to . . .

Oh. My. God.

She stopped in the center of the stage.

There came the blood. It rushed to her head, raced through her system, and sent her senses into overload. She had seen the men that came to the establishment over the past two months, several of them, and none of them looked like this.

This was male chocolate. A smorgasbord of it. It was bad boy extreme and wicked temptation. Leaning back in a chair, muscular arms crossed over a broad chest, a dark gray T-shirt tucked into jeans that were covered with snug leather chaps. Dark glasses covered his eyes, and his expression was frankly sensual.

Black hair fell just a little long over his collar, shaggy and windblown, and framed a face that had her mouth at first drying, then watering with the need to taste those starkly male lips. To taste, to touch. He was tall, hard, muscular, and bad.

If the dictionary had a description of a bad boy, it would be this man. This was lust incarnate. It was pure erotic heat and sexual hunger.

He was a panty creamer.

She had met a few of those over the years. As far as looks went, they could do exactly what he was doing to her now. Making her cream. But she had never gotten close to one. Well, except one. But just within a few feet. She had definitely never gotten as close as a lap dance was going to require.

She trembled as she stared at him, her lips parting as she fought to draw in air, her limbs shaking with sudden nerves. She was insane to do this now, today. When she was weak. When she was restless. When her awareness of losing time, losing the opportunity to have the ultimate adventure, was so clear in her mind. When her own independence felt at risk. At a time when her hormones were spiking.

They did that sometimes. They were doing that now.

They were reminding her that intimacy be damned, she needed to be touched. She needed to be held. She needed more than a one-night stand, though.

Then those beautiful eatable lips kicked up in a mocking grin. A cynical dare that had her eyes narrowing and her senses balancing. She heard the music then, the sexual beat, the erotic undertones, and the sensual, sexual core of her soul awoke to it.

She imagined the only bad boy she had fantasized about for years as she let the bad boy watching her spark the memory of the first.

Kell. Tall. Broad. Bad. She remembered him. Eyes as green as emeralds. His unsmiling countenance, his air of wicked knowledge. The way he made her wet with just a look.

Just like the bad boy across the room was making her wet. Making her feel. Assuring her she was alive.

Emily began to move. Gripping the dancing pole, she stared back at the arrogance in this man’s expression, the mocking curve of lips that she remembered, though she knew they weren’t the same. The full contours she wanted to nibble, and she set out to seduce—a memory—

 

THAT WAS NOT A KINDERGARTEN schoolteacher. This wasn’t the eighteen-year-old he had danced with or the young woman he had stayed carefully out of sight from over the years. But it was definitely Emily Stanton.

When she walked out on the stage, the breath had punched from his chest with a force that left him dazed. She was dressed like a teacher. The slim black skirt and white blouse buttoned modestly. Heels made her taller, but made her legs sexier. Legs that could wrap around a man and hold him in place as she arched to him. Legs that had his back aching to feel them tightening there.

As she stood there, poised like a frightened doe, his lips kicked up in a mocking grin. The innocence was a damned good effect. Almost good enough to believe.

The narrowing of her eyes surprised him, but her movements shocked him. With seductive skill, her arm lifted, her hand gripping the metal pole beside her, and her body began to sway to the music.

Beneath his jeans, his cock was throbbing with joy as she began to move against the phallic symbol she gripped. Leaning her back against it, her features flushed, her eyes gleaming with sensual awareness, one hand lifted to the first button of her blouse.

His mouth went dry at the hint of cleavage. Breasts a man could get lost in. Fill his hands with. His hands itched with the need to be filled.

The hard techno beat of the music throbbed with sex. It pulsed and pounded around them, swayed with her body and stroked over his nerve endings. For God’s sake, he was almost panting.

She was supposed to be a prim and proper little social miss. The daughter of a United States senator. A kindergarten teacher.

She was a provocative little hellion who knew how to get nasty. She was making him crazy.

He shifted in his seat, trying to make room for the hard ridge of his cock as it swelled to fill the confines of his jeans and demanded more room. If it could howl, it would have brought the building down with the sound of its hunger.

His teeth clenched as he forced himself to sit still, to appear relaxed. He was anything but relaxed.

The second button came free and his mouth watered. Her fingers played with the third, and just when he thought he would see the tantalizing flesh beneath she turned her back to him, leaned against the pole and undulated. From her ankles to her shoulders she moved against the pole and his abdomen tightened.

Shit. He was going to come in his jeans.

She turned, and the button was free. Beneath, he glimpsed the sinfully red lace of a bra.

Take it off, sweet darlin’. Come on, give us just a taste.

She played with the next button, released it as she braced her legs apart, and let her hand slide past the edges of the shirt as she gripped the bar behind her and arched her back for him.

Oh mercy, just a bit more, eh?

The last button slipped free, but the little tease turned again, shimmied around the pole, and sweat popped out on his forehead as her fingers went to the button at the side of the skirt.

He forced himself to leave the dark glasses on. Not to lean forward. Not to open his pants and show her just how appreciative he was as she began to unwrap every birthday and Christmas present he could have ever lusted for.

This was his greatest fantasy. Innocent, proper, eyes gleaming back at him with certain hunger, face flushed with damp desire, and he’d bet her pussy was wet. He’d bet his last dollar on it. Her nipples were sure as hell hard.

“Have mercy . . .” he breathed as the skirt fell slowly down her curvy thighs, leaving her dressed in French-cut lace and a bra that was more thought than actual covering.

And her nipples were hard. Spike hard. They made his tongue ache to lick them; his mouth watered at the thought of sucking them.

She leaned into the pole again, her arms reaching, her legs braced apart, her rear rubbing against metal while something just as hard pounded in his jeans. Oh yeah, she could rub against him anytime.

Then she was moving again, a sensuous slide of flesh, a roll of her hips, her hands moving over her head as she swayed and came slowly down the steps that led to the raised stage.

Toward him.

Drawing closer.

The opened blouse slid over her shoulders, caressing flesh he longed to touch, touching her, easing over her arms until it dropped, forgotten behind her.

His arms tightened over his chest as he fought the urge to jump up, throw her over his shoulder, and rush her the hell out of there.

“Touch her, dude, and I’ll make you hurt.”

Behind his shoulder the monster bouncer David murmured threateningly. Kell’s lips parted in amusement though his eyes never strayed from the bounty coming toward him.

Lap dance.

Timbo had been firm when he realized Kell was taking Tiny’s place. He had to play the part or he was out of there. The girl had paid to learn to dance, and evidently, she had paid quite a bit.

He was her audience. And being her audience was worth paying for. Men would line up in droves for this. They would pack the house, tear onto the stage and demand a touch. Just one soft touch against that damp silk she called skin.

As she came closer he saw the pure lust lighting her eyes and had to grit his teeth to sit still. Fuck, hard nipples, and sweet mercy, that little shadow at the junction of her thighs had to be dampness. Her sweet pussy was creaming and his mouth wasn’t even there to taste it.

He licked his lips.

Her eyes flickered to his lips, held there, and the dance became a gliding temptation, a slow, aching swing of hips, of full breasts, of rosy flesh.

She turned her back on him, pulling a chair gracefully in front of her as she bent, filling his vision with the most delectable little ass he had ever laid his eyes on.

The red lace of her thong separated the cheeks of her ass, curved and luscious, as her thighs clenched, her hips rotated, and her ass flexed before him.

He fisted his hands, more uncertain of his control than he had ever been. He watched her move as she turned, his gaze lifting to her face, seeing the sultry promise and erotic innocence that battled in her fierce blue eyes.

He sat back in his chair, forcing control over his muscles when he wanted nothing more than to touch, taste, devour.

Especially when she came closer, when those soft legs straddled his knees, and the soft, sweet scent of peaches and cream assaulted his senses. And beneath it . . . Ahhh God, he was man enough to know the scent beneath it. The heady heat of arousal, of a woman’s need wetting the lace covering an obviously bare pussy. There wasn’t a single soft curl to be glimpsed under those panties.

Her breasts were at his face, hard nipples pressing against fragile red lace. A rivulet of moisture eased over the lightly tanned mounds not covered by the lace, caught on the material, disappeared.

Her thighs scraped against his jeans, then she lifted, came to her full height, which wasn’t that tall to begin with, and the scent of arousal nearly had him coming in his jeans.

He could smell her. He could almost taste her. He was dying for her.

As the music began to reach its crescendo she gripped the back of the chair she had placed at his side, a slender leg lifted high, a black heel moving to brace on the back of his chair, and the soft flesh of her pussy was so close he could have tasted it. Could have licked over fine soft lace and silk beneath. And he would have tasted her. Would have tasted the essence of her hunger on the damp material of her panties.

Instead, he breathed out roughly, his breath aimed at the tempting, almost hidden folds.

And only by sheer will did he hold back his release, because she lost hers. He watched her thighs tighten, heard her exclamation, and before his wondering eyes, the dampness on those panties darkened.

His eyes jerked to hers.

She came? Emily came?

Her leg jerked back as she stumbled, her face paling, eyes growing wide as her lips parted in shock.

She came?

Then she turned and, before he could move, she kicked off the high heels and ran.

“Shit.” He came out of his chair, meaning to go after her. His cock ached like an open wound and only God knew what would happen if he got his hands on her.

Instead, hamlike paws settled on his shoulders, likely with no more intent than to push him back into his chair. Before he could think, Kell gripped a wrist, twisted and jerked the deadly blade he carried at the side of his boot.

“Back off, dude,” Kell rasped, the knife’s edge resting on the bulging vein at his neck. “Don’t make me cut you.”

“Chill.” The bouncer’s eyes widened. “I can’t let you have her, man.”

Kell’s eyes narrowed.

“She’s a friend of my Cherry’s. I can’t let you have her.”

Steely determination filled the dark eyes staring back at him. The bear of a man would clearly die for the woman who had most likely already escaped through the back door.

“Who is she?” Did they know who she was?

“She didn’t say, I didn’t ask.” The thick neck lifted as though to escape the feel of steel against his jugular. “She paid Timbo but my girl said to watch after her. I do what my girl says.”

The sound of a gun’s hammer clicking had him turning enough to see the slender form of the girl Timbo called Cherry, holding a wicked .45 from enough distance that she could fire before he could disable her.

“Back off, asshole,” she snarled. “You hurt him and I empty this gun in your hide.”

Fuck.

He lowered the knife, his gaze connecting with the giant’s and expecting no less than a fist for his efforts. Instead, a smile tugged at heavy lips.

“Timbo says you know Reno and Clint,” he grunted. “I shouldn’t have grabbed you. But the girl wanted to go.”

Kell turned his head slowly back to the woman. The gun was steady; the hammer stayed pulled back, the snap in her eyes assuring him she wasn’t as trusting.

“The girl is gone.” He inclined his head slowly. “If you don’t mind . . .” He waved his hand at the woman.

“Let him go, Cherry angel,” David said and sighed. “Reno and Clint know him. And Timbo’s right scared of him. I don’t think he can catch her now anyway.”

The gun lowered. Reluctantly.

“Do you know her?” he asked the girl then.

“She didn’t offer a name, I didn’t ask,” the woman snapped.

“What was she doing here?”

She shrugged as though answering him didn’t matter. “She called it research. She paid to learn to dance and I taught her. Money talks, and I don’t question it.”

Money didn’t buy loyalty, and it was clear that the stripper felt loyal to the dynamite who had just escaped him.

“She was never here,” he said softly. “You never saw her. You never taught her shit. And if Timbo even acts like he’s thinking of remembering her presence, tell him I’ll kill him.”

Her eyes widened.

Sheathing the knife, he stalked to the exit and left the strip joint with a slam of his hand against the door. The sound of tires screaming from the back lot assured him Miss Emily Stanton and her inept, useless, dead-man-walking bodyguard were definitely escaping. But that was okay, because he knew exactly where to find her.


 

 

 

 

Three

 

 

OH. MY. GOD.

What had she done?

That had never happened. Ever. As slight as her climax had been, hell, she could do better on her own. Maybe. But despite the strength of the orgasm, she still had orgasmed from nothing but a breath of air.

“What the hell happened back there?” Her bodyguard, Dyson, was suspicious. Of course, why wouldn’t he be? She had run out of the back of the club in nothing but a long coat and her undies and dived into the Trailblazer like the hounds of hell were after her ass.

They may as well have been. The minute Dyson had jumped into the passenger seat she had been out of there in a scream of tires and a jerk of the back end of the Trailblazer that would have done a high-speed car chase proud.

She’d lost her mind.

That was exactly what had happened. She’d lost her mind. For one impossibly long second, she had been certifiably insane.

“I knew better than this.” Dyson was snarling again, his brown eyes furious. “Were you attacked?”

Only by her own lust.

Emily lifted a shaking hand to her flushed cheek as she breathed in roughly and fought to keep her foot from lying too heavy on the gas. She wanted to be home. Now. But she didn’t need a ticket. God, if she were pulled over she would likely be arrested.

“I wasn’t attacked.”

“Then why are you running like a scared chicken with nothing over your underwear but a frickin’ long coat? I’ve been with you for four weeks and I’ve never seen you run.”

He was too familiar. Two months in her house seemed to be the lucky time limit for her bodyguards. This one was getting more frustrated by the day.

“I’m not running.”

Of course she was running. Like hell. Like an endangered dinosaur fighting for survival.

She could still feel her body flaming, the heat moving from her thighs, up her abdomen to her breasts and her face, even as she listened to Dyson bitching and moaning. She felt as though she were on fire, as though nerve endings she had never known she possessed were suddenly coming to full-fledged life.

She had orgasmed.

Shamefully. Without warning. Without control. She had orgasmed in a stranger’s face.

And what a face it had been. The closer she had moved to him, the more starkly sensual it had become. That was a man who made a woman want to get down and dirty. Made her want to show the hidden slut hiding inside.

She almost cringed at the thought. Okay, so for the right man, maybe Cherry was right, she could get down and nasty.

For that man.

Oh man . . . He had been so righteously hot and hard. His abs had rippled beneath his snug T-shirt. His jaw had flexed as she straddled his lap. His expression had gone slack in amazement when he realized what she had done.

Oh God. She had come right there, right in front of his face.

She fanned her own face.

Of course, he hadn’t appeared in the least offended. He had looked . . . hungry. Very hungry. Very stark. Very eatably male. Undeniably male. Getting-ready-to-grab-her-and-do-her male.

He was a one-night stand waiting to happen, because that was not a “happily forever after” type of stud.

She breathed out roughly. It had to have been his resemblance to Kell, that was all there was to it. She hadn’t seen him in years. Her father had sworn he had been part of the group that had rescued her from the Fuentes compound nearly two years before, but she hadn’t seen him. All she had seen were the black masks that covered her rescuers’ faces.

She hadn’t recognized Kell in any of them.

But this man, she could have imagined Kell’s hard jawline. His sharp blade of a nose. Kell’s nose hadn’t been broken that she remembered, but this stranger’s had been.

There was a scar on the stranger’s neck; Kell hadn’t had one. That she remembered. God, it had been so long since she had seen him. Years. Years since she had even thought about him.

Until now.

She shivered.

She should have been shuddering in revulsion. What kind of man went to a strip joint to get his jollies anyway? Only the lowest sort. The sort that couldn’t get a woman any other way perhaps?

But that man could easily get a woman. Hell, he could have almost had her.

She barely held back her moan of mortification, aware that Dyson was already watching her with an edge of violence in his expression.

And here she had taken such pride in the fact that unlike her friends, she was not ruled by her hormones. She did not come unglued by pesky desires. She controlled her needs, not the other way around.

Well, she had sure as hell come unglued today.

And those pesky desires? They were torturing her, wetting her expensive French lace panties and causing her clit to throb and beg for more. Just one more hard breath. Just one more of those pulsing, heat-radiating little climaxes that only made her hungrier.

She pressed her thighs together, wincing at the incredible sensitivity of her swollen clit. Right where he had breathed on her. Where his breath had touched her. It might as well have been his fingers, the results had been so devastating.

He was bad to the bone. She had seen it in what little of his expression had been visible. His eyes had been hidden by the dark glasses, but his lips . . . She licked her own lips. Those lips had been expressive. Full of sensual hunger, but with a restrained, taut appearance that suggested utter control over himself and his environment. His muscles had been tense, his body restrained. Like a panther coiled and ready to spring.

She could have sworn she heard him growl at one point.

Oh God, this is so not good. So not good, she thought as she pulled at the long jacket she had literally stolen from the dressing room. She would have to mail it back to Cherry. But she couldn’t have taken the time to find her clothes. To actually dress. He had jumped for her, started to chase her. There had just been no time.

She cranked up the air conditioner further, hoping to alleviate some of the heat burning inside her body, and pushed back the regret tearing through her even as she ignored Dyson’s further mutterings.

The ultimate bad boy. The man of her sexual fantasies, and she had no choice but to run from him.

This was a wake-up call. A warning, she decided. Fate was telling her to watch herself because she was beginning to step into dangerous territory. That wannabe slut that tried to run rampant inside her needed to be reined in before she messed up beyond any possible chance of repair.

Because God help her if she actually went to bed with a man like that. Her heart was the least of what could be broken.

Breathing in deeply, she had to forcibly remind herself that she was safe. Her suddenly traitorous hormones might be going crazy, but there was no way the bad boy with sizzling breath was ever going to find her.

Cherry didn’t know her real name. Neither did the owner of the club. She was confident there wasn’t a chance in hell she was ever going to meet him again.

She ignored her hormones’ howl of regret. They could just chill out and forget it. She could dream of bad boys. She could write about them. Well, try to write about them anyway. But in real life . . . Well, a person had to realize reality started somewhere. Right?

She wiped the sweat off her brow as she turned to look at Dyson. He was pulling his cell phone from the clip on his belt.

“What are you doing?”

“Calling your father.” For the first time since he had moved into her home his expression was almost interesting. It was stamped with male arrogance and command. A little bit too late, but it was there.

“Why?”

“Because he needs to have a talk with you. I’ve had enough of this—” He froze when the Trailblazer swerved with a jerk, then righted itself, his narrowed gaze piercing into her.

“Nothing happened,” she stated calmly. “I got spooked. That’s all.”

“Spooked taking dancing lessons?” he snapped.

“No, spooked giving a lap dance,” she stated calmly.

The silence that filled the Trailblazer then was scary. She risked another glance at him. He was staring back at her with a cold, assessing gaze.

“There was no one there but the club owner, that dancer, and two bouncers,” he said with obviously forced control. “I checked.”

“Well, he must have come in after you checked.” She swallowed tightly.

He inhaled harshly. “And you didn’t let me know?”

“Umm, I didn’t know until I was dancing.”

He turned his head to the back window, watched, turned back, and stared at her with harsh contempt. She nearly flinched under the look before jerking her eyes back to the road.

“Why do you have a bodyguard, Ms. Stanton?” he finally asked.

“Well, because Daddy stresses after that last kidnapping?” she asked with false innocence, restraining her own disgusted wince at the words that slipped sarcastically from her lips.

Okay, so she had been kidnapped once because of his work against that damned drug cartel. But he had told her, as long as she kept the bodyguards, it wouldn’t happen again. That she would be safe.

“Did it occur to you that you could be in danger?”

“I’m sure I would be if I didn’t have a big tough marine watching over me,” she said, trying to placate him.

“Don’t give me your bullshit,” he ground out. “This is going in my report. Go ahead and wreck the damned truck, see if I care. The injuries would be nothing compared to what your father will do when he finds out how I’ve let you run over me. I’d be ashamed of myself if I weren’t fairly certain he’s going to kill me.”

He sounded disgusted with himself and with her.

Emily winced. “I won’t tell if you won’t tell.”

“Forget it.”

“I promise to be good. No more strip clubs. I swear.”

His expression didn’t waver. “Not on your life. Not on my life. Sorry, kid, your gig is up.”

Okay, so maybe he wasn’t the wuss she thought he was after all.

Her hands tightened on the steering wheel as she realized she was going to have to endure another of her father’s lectures. How she had to be careful to stay safe. He was a senator. He had made enemies.

Yes, he was a senator, and she was hellaciously proud of everything he did and had done. He had raised her alone since she was five, since her mother’s death, and he had taught her to be careful. But he had also taught her about adventure. How to shoot, how to hunt. How to be strong and how to look for strength.

Until she turned eighteen. Suddenly, he wanted her in dresses and makeup and married and with babies. He didn’t understand that core of adventure he had placed in her soul that now had no place to go.

She had given up the idea of joining the armed services the day he paled when she mentioned it. His hands had actually shaken as he pushed them through his short hair and stared back at her in horror.

She didn’t want her dad that scared for her. She didn’t want him worrying. So she had tried to settle down, tried to ignore the need for adventure.

She went to college and looked for a husband.

She graduated and found a job at a very exclusive private school, and began to hope just for a lover. Hell, a broken heart would be bearable if she could find a man worth letting her heart get broken over. And she appreciated the candidates he sent her in the form of bodyguards. She really did. But she was sick of them. And unfortunately the only time she had refused to have one, was the time she was actually kidnapped. Go figure.

“Emily, your father isn’t playing games with you,” Dyson said long moments later, his voice serious, full of warning. “He doesn’t make you accept having a bodyguard just for the hell of it.”

She blinked back the sudden, burning warmth behind her eyes.

“I’m his daughter. His only child. He worries.”

“Have you considered that he worries for good reason? You were kidnapped once already. Do you understand the effort it took to rescue you and the other girls?”

She tightened her hands on the steering wheel before flashing him an angry look. “Have you considered that I try not to get in trouble? That I try to be nice and prim and proper and all the things he wants in a daughter? That I try to stay safe?” She laughed mockingly. “Forget it, Dyson. You wouldn’t understand.”

“You’re not a man, Emily. You’ve got balls, I admit, but you’re never going to make him see you as anything other than his little girl.” Maybe he understood more than she gave him credit for.

“I’d settle for that,” she whispered. “It beats being the brood mare he keeps hoping I’ll become for some dimwit male with less sense than morals. And it doesn’t even matter anymore. Tell him whatever you want to. I don’t give a damn. But don’t think you’re hurting me when you do. Because I promise you, unless you’re a sperm donor for the grandkids he wants, then he’ll just replace you like he does everyone else.”

Just as he always had. Even when she was a child. As soon as she started getting used to a housekeeper or nanny, they were replaced. As soon as she found someone she could talk to, they were gone. She had stopped trying to care years ago. She wasn’t going to care now.

Strangely, Dyson didn’t say anything more. She noticed he kept looking behind them, kept playing with his cell phone, but he stayed silent. And so did she. She had stopped explaining herself years ago. And until her father gave her a better reason than he had given her over the years for making certain she didn’t have a life, then she was going to have just that. A life.

As soon as she stopped shaking. As soon as she stopped remembering a bad boy in leather who there wasn’t a chance in hell could stand up to her father. Eatable lips, a hard body, and the breath of lust vibrating on her clit.

Hell, forgetting that one just might take a while.

 

THE SENATOR’S PRIVATE PLANE LANDED and taxied into its hangar at Atlanta’s airport as Durango Team moved from the limo awaiting him and waited patiently while the senator disembarked.

The unscheduled trip from D.C. had come as a surprise as the final team members returned to the naval base and prepared for the operation with the senator. The information that Diego Fuentes was targeting him and his daughter once again had come as a surprise to them all, considering the fact that Fuentes usually played by a different set of rules. Best him in one of his games and he walked away. He didn’t retaliate and normally he didn’t strike again. Unless, apparently, one got away with memories that she shouldn’t have, as Fuentes suspected the senator’s daughter had done. Add that to the senator’s investigation into the government mole known only as Mr. White, and it placed Emily and the senator in Fuentes’s sights once again. Durango Team had been after Diego Fuentes for over three years, ever since his name had been connected with the elusive Sorrell, the terrorist arms dealer they had come up against in the Middle East.

As the senator stepped from the plane, Kell watched him carefully. The senator had taken him under his wing nearly fifteen years ago. He had helped train him. Helped Kell to achieve the goals he had set for himself. This was the man whose daughter was a demon on Atlanta’s highways and danced like a fucking wet dream. He couldn’t see anything of her wild impulsiveness in Richard Stanton’s closed expression and gray eyes, but he knew it was there. As a younger man, the senator had been just as wild, but with a steel core of control that only a Navy SEAL possesses.

Stanton was barely six feet, but still a powerful man at the age of fifty-five. His deep voice and commanding presence managed to get things done in the capital. He was serving his first term, and making a name for himself there just as he had in the SEALs. He was a man to depend on, but he wasn’t a man to cross.

“Kell, it’s good to see you again, son.” The senator returned his salute quickly before directing his gaze to the rest of the team.

“Chavez. Men. Thank you for meeting me here. If you’ll get in with me, then my assistant will drive.”

He nodded to the interior of the limo.

Minutes later, the five men of Durango Team were in the limo, waiting silently as the senator removed a bottle of water from the tiny refrigerator and took a long drink before pinning Kell with an accusatory stare.

“That girl is going to make me crazy,” he muttered as he capped the water and turned his gaze instead on Reno. “Do you know what she was doing?”

Reno’s gaze shifted to Kell. “Yes, sir. Lieutenant Krieger was following her this afternoon and reported her whereabouts. It seemed her bodyguard is a little overwhelmed by her.”

“A little overwhelmed?” Senator Stanton asked rudely. “Chet Dyson, remember him?”

“Yes, sir,” Reno answered severely, but Kell caught the gleam of amusement in his eyes.

They had all read Dyson’s record. He was one of the toughest marines the corps had had at one time. He still would have been if his kneecap hadn’t been blown to hell and back by a sniper in Baghdad.

“He quit.” The senator scowled.

Kell wasn’t in the least surprised.

“Excuse me, sir?” Reno stared back at him in surprise.

“Dyson called an hour ago from his cell phone and gave me twenty-four hours to find a replacement. He called her a danger to herself and every sane man in existence.” His jaw worked furiously. “I had hopes for that boy. He would have made a damned fine son-in-law.”

Once again, the senator pinned him with a gaze that screamed in accusation.

Kell arched his brow in question. He was aware of the others watching the senator with hidden shock. Kell watched him with silent amusement. Hell, everyone who knew Emily knew that her father carefully selected her bodyguards. He wanted a son-in-law, and he was determined to be the one to choose him.

The senator was trying to direct his daughter’s life the same way he had directed his SEAL team when he was still in the Navy. Someone needed to remind him that he was no longer an active SEAL but a senator, and his daughter wouldn’t have any problems finding her own man.

Hell, no. All she had to do was put in half the effort of that dance she had given Kell and they would be lined up on her doorstep.

 

AFTER HIS SEAL CAREER HAD ended, courtesy of a mission that went to hell and nearly killed him and the team he led, Captain Stanton had returned home and entered politics. With the backing of a personal fortune, courtesy of his parents and his wife’s inheritance, he had moved quickly up the political ladder and begun providing his daughter with a steady supply of bodyguards from the day she turned eighteen.

Potential sons-in-law.

It was no damned wonder his daughter was a wild child looking for escape.

“She was involved in a relationship with Dyson?” Reno asked.

“No!” the senator snapped. “The girl is too damned picky to even go that far.” He sighed then. “That’s beside the point. He faxed me the reports she had convinced him to hold back while we were on the phone.” He ran his hand over his face. “God help that child, she’s going to get herself killed. Fuentes’s man won’t have to lift a hand to hurt her, she’s going to do it on her own.”

She wasn’t that bad, Kell thought silently. He had been watching her for days. She was impulsive, intelligent. And haunted. He had seen her face when she thought no one was watching, in the middle of the night when she sought sanctuary in the little courtyard outside her condo. She had looked lonely. Lost.

“She’s going to be a problem?” Reno asked. “Lieutenant Krieger’s cover depends on her cooperation. Without it, he’s no more than another bodyguard they have only to wait out.”

“She goes through bodyguards like water,” Stanton griped. “Two months max and she has them wrapped around her little finger. They would die for her, but the problem with that is that they start getting enmeshed in her little fiascoes and adventures. The girl hasn’t realized yet that she needs to settle down.”

“Sir, the question remains, will she cooperate?” Reno asked again.

“One thing about Emily Paige is the fact that she has the heart of an adventurer,” he growled. “She’ll go along with it and try to twist your man into so many knots he won’t know if he’s coming or going. For a girl who refuses to find a husband or a lover, she sure has a way of making tough men melt in a puddle at her little feet.” He glared at Kell.

Kell refused to flinch. He respected the senator, he was damned wary of the power the man held, but he had never agreed with him where Emily was concerned, and he hadn’t hesitated to inform him of that fact several times.

“You think you’re tough enough to handle her, don’t you, Kell?” The senator’s smile was understanding, if disdainful. “You’re sitting there telling yourself you’re tough enough. You’re hard enough and you’re cold enough. I give you a week before you’re panting after her like every other male I put in her vicinity. And like all the others, she’ll wave with a smile when you walk out the door.”

No, he was smart enough. That was the difference.

Kell allowed the corner of his lips to quirk at the senator’s words.

The senator shook his head pityingly in reply. “I’m going to do you a favor, son, simply because I hate to see a good man go down too fast and because I like you. Do whatever it takes to keep her safe. I don’t care if you have to lock her in her own damned closet, because God help you if you let anything happen to my daughter. Do you understand me?”

“No interference,” Kell said then, ignoring his commander’s warning look. “If she calls crying, you don’t pull back. If she gets pissed because she doesn’t like my rules, you don’t change them.”

Stanton’s gray eyes narrowed at the challenge in Kell’s voice. He stared back for long moments, his expression thoughtful.

“No rough stuff,” he finally stated. “I won’t have her mistreated.”

“You know better than that, Richard. She won’t be mistreated.” He was a lot of things but Kell didn’t hurt women.

Stanton watched him a moment longer before nodding slowly. “Agreed. You have control.”

Something Stanton had never given any of her bodyguards. Kell restrained his feeling of triumph but he had to admit to a twinge of wariness at the satisfaction that filled the senator’s gaze.

Stanton sat back in his seat then, turned to Reno, and began discussing the protective detail Reno would be leading. Not that it appeared Reno was going to have much control over it. The senator had definite ideas on how to run the show, but he was willing to listen to Reno’s suggestions. As the limo made its way through Atlanta toward Emily Stanton’s condo, the plans were argued into a viable operation.

Laying the groundwork to catch Fuentes’s spy within the committee the senator chaired would be handled by Reno, Clint, and Macey, while Kell and Ian had the responsibility of protecting his daughter.

“Emily has various functions, charity and political, that she attends throughout the year; a couple are scheduled during the next few weeks,” he informed Kell. “She can’t miss those. No matter what. They’re too important. And Emily isn’t to know that Ian is involved in this. She’s to know nothing more than that he’s her new neighbor.”

“Why?” Kell asked. “Knowing the full extent of the danger could help her in determining how far to push her own safety.”

Stanton’s eyes flashed with rebuke.

“Emily’s different,” the senator snapped. “A writer. A dreamer. She’ll never understand how much her life is in danger so there’s no sense in trying to explain it, and it could endanger Ian’s cover if she pulls one of her tricks and tries to slip away from you. Let’s not give her more to worry about than we need to. You just keep her out of the strip clubs and off strange men’s laps, if you don’t mind.”

Kell omitted the fact that the lap dance had been for him. But as he listened to the finalization of the plans, he began to draw his own conclusions about the senator and Emily’s relationship. He was betting money the coming meeting wasn’t going to go smoothly.

Emily had a strong dislike of control, and Senator Stanton, formerly Captain Richard Stanton of the Navy SEALs, was all about control. It was there in the thin line of his mouth, the frosty hue of his gaze.

And he wanted his daughter controlled. No matter what it took. No matter how much fire burned inside her at the action. No matter how little of the woman she was would remain. As far as the senator was concerned, nothing mattered but restraining the life inside her. A fire Kell intended to stoke in far different ways than Miss Emily Paige Stanton could ever imagine. Ways her father would likely kill him over.


 

 

 

 

Four

 

 

A COLD SHOWER DIDN’T HELP. Pacing the floor didn’t help. Changing from the sexy underwear to her normal loose cotton pants and overly large T-shirt didn’t help. And listening to Chet Dyson pack, and watching him load his car, sure as hell hadn’t helped.

Because she couldn’t forget one man, a breath of air, and a fear unlike anything she had ever known in her life.

She was more aroused than she could ever remember being. All she could remember was the feel of warm breath between her thighs a millisecond before pleasure pierced her clit and sent vibrations of ecstasy racing through her body.

The Pudgy Prude, as one of her boyfriends once dubbed her, wasn’t entirely without sexual desire. She masturbated, she thought fiercely. She knew how to get off, she knew how to want to be touched, how to imagine being touched, she knew how to touch herself. She just hadn’t particularly cared if any of the men she actually knew got close enough to touch her. But she had always been smart enough to maintain a distance between herself and the type of man that she knew would completely run her over.

Men like her father. Strong, determined, dominant men who enforced their control, supposedly for a woman’s own good. Daughter or wife. For their own peace of mind, such men made certain that the women they loved were smothered beyond hope.

The exact type of man that turned her on the most. Especially the type whose glance assured a woman that he had the soul of a bad boy. A man who could turn the bedroom into an adventure. Men like Kell Krieger and the stranger in the strip joint.

Why was she thinking about Krieger now? It had been so many years since she had seen him that she wondered if she would even recognize him now. She knew her father met with him fairly often and still counted him as a friend. But Kell was the one man her father had never suggested as one of her bodyguards.

Of course, Kell hadn’t been like other men. She had no doubt in her mind he might be more adventurous to a woman than her father deemed necessary.

Unfortunately, Emily craved adventure. And not just in the bedroom. But outside of it. She craved a challenge and she hungered to live. If a man couldn’t provide both, then what good was he?

The men her father sent as potential candidates, aka bodyguards, had never really tempted her. They whined too much. They were too scared of her father to even suggest a little fun, and all they wanted to do was call and ask his permission for the least little bit of adventure.

She rolled her eyes at the thought of it. Sometimes, she wondered if what she craved even existed. A man who was strong inside and out. A man who knew the world wasn’t fair, and knew he had to take responsibility for his part in it. A man who knew there was more to sex than simply the act and that there was more to a woman than breasts and thighs and what lay beyond. A man who accepted the fact that a woman might need adventure as well.

That was what she craved. A man she could trust enough not just to give in to her desires with, but to accept her need to live. A man who, even if he wasn’t there forever, was at least there long enough to care about fulfilling not just the physical desires, but the adventurous ones as well.

Until now, whenever she thought of the perfect lover, Kell’s face had always filled her imagination when she fantasized. Now, a stranger had taken his place.

She was definitely fantasizing now. Much to her own dissatisfaction, because masturbation hadn’t helped. She had tried that the moment she was naked. Despite the orgasm that had rippled through her at the club, her body was still simmering with need when she returned home. Unfamiliar, desperate need.

She knew how to hurt for sex now; unfortunately, Emily knew she was doomed to disappointment. There wasn’t a chance in hell the object of her lust could be allowed into her life. She doubted he would even want to be.

Men like that did not “do” chubby little schoolteachers with no intentions of entering the darker side of life.

Emily didn’t do drugs and had no intentions of trying them. She wasn’t a part of the criminal element, as he surely was, and she had no desire to dance on the fringes of it by becoming involved with someone like that. The need for adventure only went so far.

Now, if she could just convince her body of that, because it wasn’t listening very well. It was definitely interested, even now, hours later.

She paced her living room, following the path of the thick throw rugs that lay between the overstuffed furniture and heavy walnut coffee table. The evening sun glinted off the hardwood floor, and sent warmth blazing through the room as Atlanta’s heat shimmered beyond the patio doors.

Outside, her small courtyard, which was surrounded by a heavy brick wall, looked cool and inviting, but not as peaceful as it had once been. The shade of the ornamental trees and the blooms of summer’s splendor couldn’t quench the lust that filled her. Finally. She couldn’t shake her reaction to today’s events, no more than she could shake her arousal.

For as long as she could remember, her ultimate fantasy image had been the leather-wearing, motorcycle-riding bad boy. That was her weakness. When she was in high school she had watched them from afar, lusted, dreamed of them, but she had known them too well to ever be drawn in by them.

But today, she had almost succumbed.

She twisted her fingers together as she paused at the sliding glass doors that led to the courtyard and frowned at her own blurred image there.

She wasn’t really pretty. She was sort of plain and not the type of girl that the bad boys had ever noticed. Which had suited her fine until now. With her shoulder-length auburn hair, plain blue eyes, and less than slender build, she didn’t exactly draw men to her. There were too many women much prettier than she, and much more exotic. Women who knew their own sexuality and how to please a man. Women who didn’t freak out when a man blew on the sensitive flesh between their thighs.

She had come for a stranger.

When his face had flushed and the heavy lust in his expression had hit her, a second before his breath had rushed over her sex, she had known she had made a horrible mistake. She should have never risked herself that way, her identity, her safety, her father’s reputation.

Her own peace of mind.

She dropped her head against the cool glass of the door, her lips tipping into a grimace of regret. It would have been nice. To touch that hard body, to feel his muscles tensing beneath her fingertips, to feel his hands sliding over her.

He had smelled so clean, so masculine. There hadn’t been a scent of drunkenness or sloth, just clean male. No heavy aftershave or cologne. Just hard, primal male. The type of male that never gave women like her a second look.

It was the lace underwear, the sexy dance, the overwhelmingly sexual nature of the atmosphere that had surrounded him. He hadn’t really been aroused by mousy, pudgy, quiet Emily Stanton. And it was better that way, wasn’t it?

The harsh ringing of her cell phone interrupted her thoughts. Turning to the bar that separated the kitchen from the living room, Emily snatched up the phone, checked the caller ID and answered it quickly, knowing what was coming.

“Hi, Daddy.” She pushed the thought of bad boys to the back of her mind for the man who had cared for her, cherished her. And fought to restrain her.

“Emily, how are you doing, sweetheart?” Affection filled her father’s voice as it came over the line. “Are you busy?”

“Not hardly,” she answered, pushing back her regret that she wasn’t. Hell, it was Friday, she should have a date at least.

“Can you make time for your old man then?” His voice was too serious; the normal good humor and gentle teasing were absent.

Emily frowned. “Are you going to yell at me?”

She hated it when he succumbed to frustration and actually yelled at her. Not that it happened often, but it had happened enough times for her to dread it.

“No yelling,” he promised quietly. “I’m about five minutes from the house. I’m bringing some friends with me. I’ll see you then.”

Friends. That meant bodyguards and more than the one that normally traveled with him.

Emily breathed in carefully. “Are you okay, Daddy?”

“I’m fine, sweetheart.” But her heart clenched at the gentling of his voice. “Just be watching for us. We’ll be there soon.”

Emily disconnected the phone seconds later, staring down at it with a frown as she bit at her lower lip. Thoughts of bad boys and arousal dissipated as worry began to fill her. Her father was worried, worried enough that he wasn’t hiding it from her.

Something was wrong, very wrong.

Five minutes later, barely enough time to change from the slouchy clothes into a pair of white Capris and a dove-gray cotton tank, Emily heard a vehicle pulling into the front drive. Pushing her feet into comfortable sandals, she moved to the door, checking the peephole quickly before opening it for her father.

“Hi, Daddy.” Moving back, she watched as he entered and gave her a quick hug.

He was followed by three tall, hard-bodied men, handsome enough to make a girl pant if she hadn’t been distracted by the fierce frown on her father’s face.

She glanced over the three quickly before closing the door and moving slowly into the living room behind them.

One of the men moved to her sliding door and whipped the heavy shades closed over it before moving to the windows and closing the plastic-backed curtains over them as well.

“Why is he closing my curtains?” She stared at his back. A very fine back. Broad and heavily muscled beneath the white cotton shirt he wore. The broad back tapered to snug jeans. Jeans that did nothing to hide a luscious butt.

“I’m sorry, baby,” her father said softly as she turned to him, seeing the heavy lines in his face, the concern in his light blue eyes.

At fifty-five her father was still a fit, handsome man. He had never remarried after her mother’s death nearly twenty years before, though she was aware he had certain “friendships.”

“What’s wrong?” She kept her attention on him as the other three men began moving through the house. “Look, I know Dyson is pissed. And I know you probably are too. But it was just a little research—”

“Emily, this isn’t about the strip club.” He shook his head, but she could see the flat line of his mouth, and knew she had disappointed him again.

“It wasn’t that big of a deal,” she said. “Dyson just gets really intense over things, ya know?”

“Men have a way of doing that.” He nodded. “Speeding. Flirting your way out of a ticket while he sat beside you. The strip club, the attempted attack at that dance club a few weeks ago. Sweetheart, I have gray hairs from the report Dyson sent me before I landed.”

And why had she ever imagined Dyson wouldn’t do it? They all did it when they finally managed to cave to their fear.

“I was safe.” She shrugged. “The bodyguards are like ticks. They suck the fun out of everything.”

She heard a snort of laughter from one of the men behind her but didn’t turn away from her father to glare at whichever one it was.

“Emily. Sit down with me.” He took one of her hands and led her to the couch while her heart began to race in terror.

He wasn’t angry. He wasn’t yelling at her. And that was scary. He had the same expression on his face that he’d had the night he awakened her to tell her that her mother wasn’t coming back home. That she would never come home again.

“What’s wrong?” She pushed back the instinctive aggression she felt whenever she knew something she didn’t like was about to happen. She knew this expression, knew the look in his eyes.

He sat beside her. “Emily,” he said. “Fuentes is back, sweetheart, and the information we’ve received is that he’s going to attempt to kidnap you again.”

For a moment, darkness nearly overwhelmed her. The scent of rotting vegetation and the stink of unwashed male bodies filled her senses. She had to swallow back the bile and fear, had to force back the overwhelming panic. Shifting memories that weren’t quite memories shadowed her mind. Whimpers of pain, betrayal.

As she stared at her father, fighting back that fear, she wondered where the knowledge of betrayal had come from. How did she know they had been betrayed? What had she seen or heard that she couldn’t remember once the drugs they had pumped into her had worn off.

“You’re certain?” She breathed in deeply, drawing in the fresh scent of vanilla that filled her home.

This was going to be an imposition, no doubt about it. Besides the fact that it was frankly terrifying. She didn’t remember much of the kidnapping, but what she did wasn’t pleasant.

“We’re very certain, Miss Stanton.” Tall, black-haired, eyes as gray as thunderclouds, one of the men stepped forward. “The Fuentes cartel is serious about this as well. They seem to think you may have seen or heard something that could threaten them. In addition, your father is determined to catch the Fuentes mole within the government, and Fuentes has to ensure that that doesn’t happen.”

“Emily, this is Commander Reno Chavez. He’s the SEAL in charge of our protection.”

“Hello, Mr. Chavez.” She gave him a trembling smile. “I hope you’re watching over Daddy well. He can be hard to keep up with.”

The man’s smile was pure sex appeal. “I’m doing my best, ma’am.” He nodded. “He’s more worried about you now.”

“Behind Reno is Lieutenant Commander Clint McIntyre, and coming out of your bedroom,” her father cast the third man a disapproving frown, “you should remember Lieutenant Kell Krieger.”

Emerald-green eyes, predatory and liquid hot, sliced into her as Emily finally gave the man her full attention. She felt the breath leave her chest as shock slammed through her system. Those eyes. Something about them almost held her mesmerized, sent heat curling through her and had her cringing at the thought that he had been in her bedroom.

Where the red lace underwear was thrown over her bed, the panties carrying the scent of her previous arousal. Mortification flamed beneath her cheeks as she fought to cover her embarrassment.

“Mr. McIntyre. Hello, Kell.” She cleared her throat as she fought to swallow past the nerves now rioting through her body.

“Emily. I need you to do me a favor,” her father said then, drawing her attention back to him. “Kell will be staying here with you. He’ll be your personal bodyguard until this investigation I’ve begun is over. I need you to cooperate with him.”

“I always cooperate, Daddy,” she reminded him with a smile. “But I promise, this time, I’ll make an extra effort not to cause him to quit. I’d hate to run a friend off.”

Oh hell. Damn. She was in trouble. Kell, in her home? Sleeping beneath her roof? She could already feel the overwhelming heat that had begun building in intensity between her thighs. This was the wrong time for this. This wasn’t good.

Her father winced. “There’s more to this one, sweetheart. No one can know he’s your bodyguard. You just fired your bodyguard because your lover was jealous of him.”

Oh. Shit.

Her gaze swung back to her father. He was kidding. He had to be kidding.

But he wasn’t. She could see it in his eyes, feel it in the tension emanating from him.

Her eyes swung back to Krieger and she felt the world drop from beneath her. That mocking smile. She had seen it before. Just as she had seen that particular shaggy cut of hair, that hard, muscular body. No sunglasses now. No leather chaps. And he had shaved that rough, day-old growth of beard from his face. But it was him.

Sweet heaven. She had come in his face less than five hours before and now he was going to pretend to be her lover?

He had disguised who he was. He had to have been following her. It was her fantasy lover all along and she had come in his face.

This was so not good. This was the Twilight Zone. She could hear the theme music playing in the back of her mind.

“This isn’t a very good idea.” She tried to fight back her shudder of impending pleasure and doom as she turned back from her father. “Why don’t I just move back home for a while?”

That was the perfect solution. He had been wanting her back in the house ever since she moved out anyway. She could just go home. She would have to cancel some activities she had planned, put aside the research she still had to get into for the new book.

One being the live sex show she had been playing with viewing. But she was sure her agent would give her some extra time for this book. Most of it was research anyway. It wasn’t like she didn’t know what to write. She just didn’t know how to write it.

But her father was shaking his head slowly. Damn, of course it couldn’t be that easy.

“Sweetheart, these people can get to you there as easily as they can here. I’m not even staying at the house. I’m staying in an apartment close to the Capitol instead with my own security detail. This is the only answer.”

Oh no. There had to be another answer. There was never only a single way to do anything. Wasn’t that what she tried to instill in her students, the ability to try new things in different ways. Of course there was an answer to this, she just had to find it.

“I could move in with you—”

“That’s not possible, Emily.” Kell’s voice was firm, determined. “We need to maintain the impression that the senator knows nothing about this threat for reasons of security. If you come to D.C. and go into hiding, they’ll suspect.”

She stared back at her nemesis. The bad boy in leather. God, she had to get rid of him. She could already feel her reaction to him blooming once again, heating her body, reminding her of the outrageous dance she had performed for him. Wanton, sexy. Letting the inner slut free hadn’t been hard, and she was terribly afraid there was no way to keep it locked up if she had to actually live with him.

“Emily. You can’t tell anyone why he’s here.” Her father sighed heavily, drawing her gaze back to him. “We have to maintain the secrecy of the information. You have to convince everyone he’s your lover.”

Emily cringed. He had said it again. Her father had said lover in regard to her and a man? Especially this man.

Wide-eyed, filled with shock, she stared back at him.

His lips twitched in sudden amusement. “I’m not that old, little girl,” he told her. “And I’m smart enough to know you likely know what the words mean too.”

Like hell. Geeze, how do you tell your father you’re still a twenty-five-year-old virgin? Especially when he was constantly sending big tall muscular agents and bodyguards to protect her and, hopefully, inhabit her bed?

She knew why he never sent female bodyguards. Just as she knew that each man he had sent had been personally vetted and handpicked as son-in-law potential.

Think, Emily. There has to be an answer here. No way could she live with a man she was dying to get her hands on. Especially this man. A man she had already dubbed the baddest of the bad boys. A man she knew she could never have yet had never been able to stop wanting.

“I could go stay with Aunt Betha,” she said then. “Only the devil himself would dare mess with her.”

Betha Alderman was a Boston lawyer with enough temper to scare even her father.

He was shaking his head. Okay, it wouldn’t be nice to involve Betha.

“You’re serious about this,” she said weakly.

“I’m afraid so, baby,” he said. “But don’t worry, Kell is a professional. This isn’t his first private security job. He’s protected presidents and foreign nationals. I’m sure he can keep up with you.”

Yeah, but how the hell was she supposed to keep up with him? She turned her gaze back to him, fighting to keep from revealing the fact that she had been up close and personal with him in ways she was certain her father would use to force the poor man to the altar.

How was she supposed to get out of this one, now? She couldn’t refuse the protection. Her father would never have planned this if he weren’t genuinely convinced she was in danger.

“I understand.” It was all she could do to push the words past her lips and to paste a friendly smile on her face as she glanced back at Kell Krieger. “If I remember correctly, he eats a lot though. I’ll have to stock up.”

Kell smiled. It wasn’t a smile for the faint of heart, it was pure male challenge, and that glimmer in those emerald eyes wasn’t just amusement, it was heat. Sexual heat. And she was woman enough to shake in her sandals.

“Emily.” Her father drew her gaze back to him. “I want you to promise me you’ll listen to Kell. No running off on your own for the hell of it. No strip clubs or dance clubs. Promise me you’ll let him keep you safe.”

She met his gaze straight on, letting him see the suspicion in her eyes that she could feel rising inside her. She didn’t know as much about the armed services as she probably should, she admitted, but some things weren’t adding up for her.

“Why are Navy SEALs involved in this instead of the Secret Service?” she finally asked as she rose to her feet and walked to the bar that separated the living room from the kitchen, then turned to face him. “I thought SEALs were a strike force.”

“We’re that as well,” Reno answered her. “We have the most experience with the Fuentes cartel, how they strike, and the men they use to strike with. We’re working with the Secret Service in D.C. with your father’s security, and there will be two Secret Service agents assigned as backup here. But this is an investigative operation as well as protection, hence the cover story.”

That made sense. She knew from the few things she had overheard from her father when she was younger that a SEAL team could follow a single investigation for years. It wasn’t a common occurrence, but it happened.

“Since when have I ever lied to you, Emily?” Her father rose from the sofa, a heavy scowl creasing his features as Reno finished his explanation.

“I didn’t say you were lying to me, Daddy.” She lifted her chin defiantly. “But we both know that you never tell me the whole story or the truth about the danger involved. Nine times out of ten you put those stupid bodyguards in my house based on nothing more than rumors and a hope of keeping me from doing whatever it is you’ve heard I’m about to do.”

She saw the surprise flicker in his gaze then. He thought she was so dimwitted that she had no idea what he was doing.

“You like to get into trouble,” he muttered, glancing at the three SEALs with ill-concealed discomfort.

She hated that accusation.

“I don’t get into trouble, Daddy.” Emily kept her voice smooth, even. She didn’t want to fight with him.

“You give lap dances to strange men,” he bit out. “What do you call that?”

She flushed in embarrassment. “Fun,” she snapped back. “Just think, Daddy, that could have been the son-in-law you’ve been pushing so hard for.”

She clamped her mouth shut the minute the words left her lips. Angry words. Accusations. Dammit, her nerves were just about pushed to their limit and he expected her to keep her mouth shut and just accept his condemnation once again. And he expected her to do it in front of the man assigned to protect her.

She shook her head abruptly, turning her back on him and lifting her hand to forestall the chilling response she knew would cut into her soul.

“You’d have to get off your high horse and give him the time of day first.” The words came anyway. They stabbed into her, causing her to flinch in shame because the man she had given that lap dance for was watching, listening.

She inhaled roughly, blinking back her tears, determined that she wasn’t going to be hurt this time.

“So.” She turned back to him. “How long are you allowing Kell to stay?” She glanced at Kell’s thoughtful expression, striving to keep from meeting his gaze. “Two weeks? Four?”

“As long as he can control you,” he snapped back.

Her lips thinned. “Then you might as well take him with you when you leave, because no man controls me, Daddy. You should have figured that one out on your own by now.”
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BY TIME HER FATHER LEFT, Emily was drained. She could feel the suffocating feeling that came with each bodyguard change, and the feeling of helplessness she couldn’t seem to shake.

It was worse this time, though, because Kell was more than just a bodyguard. He was a mysterious friend, a part of her life since she was ten years old, and a part of her dreams since she was a teenager. She had been half in love with him for as long as she could remember, and now, she was supposed to pretend he was her lover. That he touched her. That she knew his kiss and the stroke of his hands.

God help her, she couldn’t even write the fantasy to that one. She had no conception of how it would feel, but she knew the hunger for it. A hunger that left her shaking when she pulled herself from the dreams of his touch, always so close and yet never actually on her flesh.

She could feel it now. It rippled through her bloodstream and reminded her that Kell was part of the reason why no other man had ever measured up to her idea of the lover she wanted. Because she had wanted Kell. Wanted him with a stubbornness that didn’t leave room for other men.

“The rules in this house are simple,” she stated as she forced herself to turn and face her too-wanted houseguest.

She might as well start as she intended to finish. “Stay out of my way and I’ll stay out of yours.”

He stood in front of her patio doors, the lengthening shadows of evening filling the house and gathering around him like a cloak of danger.

He looked dangerous. He was dangerous. More so than she had remembered. She had a feeling that even if she had been inclined to try to run him in circles the way she had the others, it wouldn’t be possible.

“Stay out of your way?” He smiled suggestively as his gaze raked over her body. “I don’t think that’s going to be possible. Bodyguards have a purpose, Emily. They guard the body. And I take my job very seriously.”

His gaze settled at her thighs for a long second before lifting to her face with a wicked smile.

“I just bet you do, but I believe I’m safe enough in the house. The security system alone is better than Fort Knox, so we shouldn’t have any problems staying out of each other’s way. Now should we?”

She was shaking. Shaking and certain that he could read her nervousness in every move she made. She had never been good at hiding her thoughts, and hiding her desires were even harder.

Every time he had looked at her since she became a teenager she had seen the knowledge in his eyes. The certainty that he knew the hungers building in her. Of course, that was why she hadn’t seen him in five years. He had been avoiding her. And that was just damned humiliating.

“It doesn’t work that way,” he stated calmly.

There was no frown. There was no flicker of calculation in his gaze as he tried to decide how to handle her. They all had that moment of indecision, as though they weren’t quite certain what to do with a client who didn’t really want them there.

“Why doesn’t it work that way?” She kept her voice reasonable. “School starts again within another month and I’ll be busy working on class plans and so forth, as well as some writing I do. I know how to entertain myself, and I do it quite well. I hope you know how to do the same.”

“Some things are better taken care of together though,” he pointed out, pacing closer, his emerald eyes snaring hers and holding them against her will. “You made a promise to me earlier, Emily. Do you intend to renege on it?”

“What promise?” She could smell him. She wanted to moan at the scent of hard, impossibly powerful muscles and male sensuality as he began to invade her personal space.

She should retreat. Step away. But she was locked in place, staring up at him, feeling invisible bands of heat wrapping around her body.

“I didn’t promise you anything.”

“You did.” The sensual male croon in his voice had her womb clenching. “When you dampened those panties on your bed because of my breath against your sweet pussy, you made a very firm promise. One I intend to collect on. A taste I intend to take.”

Shock held her motionless.

“My panties?” she whispered desperately.

“Red lace.” His hand lifted, the backs of his fingers stroking along her collarbone as she trembled before him. “The ones lying on that pristine white bed in there. Still wet and smelling of peaches and cream. Do you know that I’m very partial to peaches and cream, Emily?”

Emily jerked back, nearly stumbling against the wall she backed into as she stared back at Kell in amazed shock. His eyes seemed to brighten while his face became darker, intent, sexually hungry.

She shook her head desperately. “It wasn’t supposed to be you,” she wheezed. “It was supposed to be a bouncer.”

“And I had to pay him well to stand back,” he murmured with a smile. “Very well. And I intend to collect on that one as well. Right in there in that big bed of yours, all over you like wild rain. Tell me, sugar, you ever had a man cover you like wild rain?”

Cajun. The soft flavor of a Cajun accent slipped into his voice and sent a hard shudder down Emily’s spine as she shook her head. A jerky movement she didn’t seem to have control of.

This wasn’t happening. And she wasn’t responding. She wasn’t hot. She wasn’t getting horribly wet between her thighs. And dammit, her nipples were not pressing tight and hard against the shirt she wore.

“Never?” His voice lowered as he moved forward again, caging her in, restraining her. His hard body within a breath’s distance of her and the wall at her back.

“Stop!” She meant the word to be forceful. God, she meant to sound as outraged and furious as she knew she should be. “I haven’t seen you enough in the past five years to recognize you when you walk into a bar and you think I’m going to just jump into bed with you?”

Her body was more than ready to do just that.

“Stop?” His head lowered, his lips touching her brow.

She was going to choke on her own breath. Pleasure swamped her just that quickly, a weakness that had her knees giving out and tremors suddenly shaking her body.

“Please stop.” She closed her eyes as she pressed her hands tight against the wall, using the last amount of strength to keep from touching him. If she touched him, she was going to humiliate herself further. She would moan and arch against him. She would beg him for things that she knew would ultimately destroy her independence.

“Sure, sugar?” His hands whispered down her bare arms. “Are you sure that’s what you want? I could make you come again. Instead of a little ripple, I’ll make you explode with pleasure. Wouldn’t you like that?”

She would love it. She ached for it. She was dying for it.

“No!” In a move she couldn’t believe she had made, her hands slammed into his chest, pushing him back as she threw herself from the wall, staring back at him in fury.

He was laughing at her. It was there in his eyes, in the smile on his face. Laughing at her and daring her. Trying to control her.

“You bastard,” she choked. “You have no right to molest me in my own home like this.”

“Molest you?” He was clearly laughing now. The amusement on his face slid into her gut like a knife, and burned through her mind with the shameful realization that he might be aroused, but nothing like she was. He was playing. Nothing more.

“Stay the hell away from me,” she ordered harshly, blinking back her tears. “I don’t like your games and I don’t appreciate your damned lies. I can do without both.”

She turned, intent on racing away from him, on locking herself in her bathroom and trying to wash the shameful embarrassment from her mind.

“Hold up there, sugar?” His hand wrapped around her arm, turning her to him firmly as he frowned back at her. “This is no game. And this sure as hell isn’t.”

Before she could stop him, he forced her palm to the bulge beneath his jeans, pressed it close, and his gaze flared with brilliance again. “I might enjoy playing with you a little bit, but trust me, I know how damned serious I am about touching you. I will be in that bed with you, the only question is when.”

“When hell freezes over.”

“Really?” His smile was gentler now, but still filled with humor. “I hear global warming is coming fast, cupcake. You sure it ain’t already froze over?”

“I’m quite sure,” she snarled back. “Because if it were we sure as hell wouldn’t be standing here and your master would have called you back to chip ice. Now let me go!”

He released her, but his amusement had her pushing a strangled scream from between her teeth. She whirled away from him, stalked to her bedroom, and slammed the door with enough force to rattle the frame.

Shaking with rage she stomped to the side of the bed, jerked the phone off its cradle, and dialed her father’s cell phone number with jabbing stabs of her finger.

“Emily?” His voice came over the line, concerned, questioning.

“He’s fired!” Her voice was shaking. Her heart was racing hard enough to choke her. “Do you understand me? Right now. Get back here and get him, he’s gone.”

Silence filled the line for long moments.

“Did he hurt you, Emily?” he asked quietly.

She wanted to lie. For the first time in longer than she remembered she wanted to lie to her father.

“He’s crazy,” she bit out instead. “Certifiable. I will not stay here with him.”

“Has he hurt you, Emily?” The demand in her father’s voice became stronger, firmer.

“No, he hasn’t damned well hurt me,” she cried out. “But if you don’t come collect your bulldog I swear I’m going to hurt him.”

Silence again. She hated the silences.

“Daddy, I’ve never asked you to do this,” she suddenly whispered. “I’ve always let your boys stay. I’ve always let them follow me around like the guard dogs they were. I’m asking you this one time, please, get someone else.”

She hadn’t begged her father for anything in years. She had tried to be independent, tried to be self-sufficient and reasonably responsible.

She heard him sigh wearily. “I can’t do that, Em. Your life is more important to me than your wants right now. He stays.”

Shock raced through her, increasing the shaking in her body, the fear that began to cloud her mind.

“You can’t mean that,” she whispered.

“If he hasn’t hurt you, if you’re not scared of him personally, then yes, I do mean it. Now, I’ll ask you one more time, has he hurt you? Are you afraid he’s going to hurt you?”

He was going to break her heart. He was going to rip her soul from her body.

“I’m sorry I bothered you.” How she managed to control the shaking in her voice, she didn’t know. But she did. Pride firmed it, chilled it, and drew her upright as she stared at the wall across from her.

“Emily—”

“Goodbye, Daddy.” She hung the phone up softly as she blinked back her tears and realized that she never should have called him to begin with.

“Scared, Emily?”

She swung around and there he was. He had opened the door soundlessly and now leaned lazily against the frame, one ankle crossed over the other, one broad forearm leaning against the doorframe.

“Of you?” she asked with a sneer. “Not hardly, Kell. Not ever. Now if you’ll excuse me, I need a shower.” She began to move around the bed when she saw the panties, crumpled at the end of the bed rather than lying in the middle where she had tossed them.

She picked them up gingerly, stared at them then turned and tossed them to him coldly. And of course, he caught them, with one hand, with no effort.

“You can have them,” she stated harshly. “And enjoy them, because it’s the closest you’ll ever come to that particular part of my body again.”

Turning on her heel, she forced herself to move slowly to the bathroom, to enter it and close the door softly before locking it behind her and swallowing her scream of fury.

Kell Krieger wasn’t a man that a woman played with. A little light teasing, harmless kisses, or whispers in the dark. He was a male animal in the truest sense of the word and she suddenly felt helpless, like a prey.

What was it she had wished for earlier? A man she couldn’t control? A man who didn’t whine but took the reins?

She had to have been insane.

 

KELL STARED AT THE CLOSED bathroom door and let a frown work across his brow. She was scared. He had seen it in her eyes when she ran from him, had heard it in her voice. But it wasn’t the fear of a woman who sensed physical danger, it was the fear of a woman facing something unknown, something uncertain.

He shook his head, his lips tightening at the memory of her voice when she had begged the senator to take him off the assignment. The cry of a child to its father, a plea for understanding, and evidently the senator hadn’t bothered to heed that cry.

The senator had never heeded her cries though. He had told her to “buck up,” he had encouraged her to dry the tears and work harder. He was proud of her. Confused by her. But in the end, he did as he wanted, not as Emily needed.

 

SHAKING HIS HEAD, HE STEPPED back from her doorway, closing the door gently behind him as his hands clenched around the silk and lace panties. He had to fight to keep from bringing the soft material to his face, to restrain himself from drawing the scent of peaches and cream into his head. If she thought she was getting them back, she was wrong. But he would see her in them again. And he promised himself he would pull them off with nothing but his teeth and devour the silky sweet flesh they covered.

As he moved through the living room the cell phone at his belt rang demandingly to the tune of AC/DC’s “Hells Bells.” Grinning, he pulled it from the holder, checked the number coming through then flipped it open.

“Good evening, Senator,” he answered.

“What the hell is going on?” the other man snarled into the phone. “You haven’t been alone with her an hour and she called me nearly in tears begging for a replacement. What the hell did you do to her?”

“We’re just getting our ground rules established, Richard,” he assured the senator calmly. “She’s a little upset over it.”

“Don’t try to pull shit over my eyes, son, I’m not a fool.”

“No, you’re not,” Kell answered firmly. “You’re a father answering to your daughter’s anger. If you want me off this assignment I understand that.” Like hell. “But as long as I’m on it, then I’ll protect her as I see fit.”

“Did you hurt her?”

“Do you really need to ask me that question?”

He could hear the silence in the background, he could practically hear the senator’s mind churning.

“Emily is an intelligent, cunning woman. We both know that,” Kell said then. “She twists her bodyguards around her little finger as easily as she would a ribbon. She’s frighteningly brave, as she proved today at the strip club and in the excursions she’s dragged her bodyguards into. I won’t be conned, twisted, or convinced to let her endanger herself needlessly. It will take us a few days to establish the ground rules, but once we do, she’ll settle in fine.”

That was his story and he was sticking to it.

The senator remained silent. Kell followed suit. He checked the patio door locks, then the windows, working his way through the house and into the room he had been assigned.

“She’s a good girl,” the senator finally said softly. “Her feelings are easily hurt. Don’t run roughshod over her, Kell. You could hurt her more than any of the others. She’s always been infatuated with you.”

And strangely enough, the senator had never pushed that infatuation and he had never pushed Kell toward her.

“I don’t run over anyone, Richard. I simply convince them of my way.”

Senator Stanton grunted at the comment. “If she calls me again, I’ll consider her request. Whatever you’re doing, fix it.”

“You promised no interference,” Kell reminded him.

“That was before the woman who’s already halfway in love with you called, nearly in tears, begging for something she’s never begged for before. Fix it, Krieger, and do it gently. Or we’ll have words. And you don’t want that.”

He would prefer to avoid them, but he could handle it.

“That’s your choice, Richard,” he finally answered as politely as he could. “Just let me know when I need to pack and I can be ready to roll. Until then, please refrain from calling to take me to task over your daughter’s anger. It’s detrimental to the assignment and creates a tension neither of us needs.”

“Lieutenant Krieger, you are testing my patience.”

“And you should remember how well I excel at testing everyone’s patience,” he pointed out. “I guess you’ll just have to forgive me for it again.”

“You better hope I do,” he snapped. “Now fix this. And that’s a damned order.”

The call disconnected as Kell shook his head on a wry smile. Dealing with the father might turn out to be more trouble than dealing with the daughter.

He laid the lacy panties on the dresser by the door, turned to the duffel bags, and began to unpack. The weapons went close to the bed, with the holstered back-up weapon strapped to the top of his lace-up work boots and the legs of his jeans covering it.

The Glock he normally carried on his belt was tucked into the bedside table, the automatic rifle and extra ammo pushed beneath the bed.

Clothes were hung in the closet and pushed into the dresser. Within minutes he was unpacked and staring around the room with a vague sense of discontent.

What was it about Emily Stanton that had always called to him? From the day he’d realized what a beauty she was growing into and how the fire was barely banked within her, she had made him hard. Hard enough to hurt. Hard enough to scare the hell out of him and keep him running in the opposite direction for the past five years. There was something fresh about her, something wild and untamed. But it was restrained. Driven down and simmering beneath the surface as it fought to survive amid the life her father, loving though he was, was trying to force her into. Emily was never going to give her father what he needed from her. Senator Stanton wanted a pretty little dress-up doll who followed his commands and never thought to question them or her own happiness.

The problem as Kell saw it was that the two of them were too much alike. If Emily had been born a man, she would have made a hell of a Navy SEAL. But she hadn’t been born a man. She had been born soft and gentle, easy to break and easy to scar.

He knew exactly how easy it was to break something that soft and delicate. Fuentes had already destroyed one woman in Kell’s care. He wasn’t going to let the drug lord destroy another.

He felt something twist inside him at the thought of his wife, Tansy, and the son he had never known. Tansy hadn’t been wild. She had been gentle, ethereal, as though her body knew she would be on this earth for only a short time.

She had made him laugh. She had made him see himself as something other than the heir to the combined Krieger and Beaulaine fortunes though. She had opened his eyes and taught him how to begin maturing when his family would have continued to convince him he was perfection and that everything in his life had to be the same.

He could barely remember her face now. He hadn’t dreamed of her in years, and the burning lance of pain had dimmed over the years. He felt regret. Fury at the evil that had taken her away from him and the knowledge that Emily had the power to hold him with a strength that he now knew Tansy never would have.

He had loved Tansy as a boy. If Emily stole the man’s heart, then the risk to his soul could be that much greater.

He would never survive losing her.

She was like the little fox he always compared her to. Inquisitive. Stubborn. Sensual.

She was determined. She might not always know what she wanted, but she was working her way there, and Kell intended to become what she wanted. All those wild impulses, all that heated hunger was going to be his.

A man learned young that he couldn’t tame the wind, so instead, he learned to become part of it, to channel it. That was the key to Emily. Channeling all that frustration and pent-up need for adventure. Like a vixen, like the wind, there was no taming her. But he could enjoy her. And that he definitely intended to do.


 

 

 

 

Six

 

 

“YOU DIDN’T TELL ME THAT the elusive Kell Krieger was now your lover, why?”

Emily restrained a sigh as she stared across the small patio table at her best friend, Kira Porter, the next day and gauged the suspicion in her eyes.

Heavy suspicion. She wasn’t fooling Kira in the least, and she damned sure couldn’t tell her the truth.

She had tiptoed around Kell the night before, watching him warily, trying to get an idea of the best way to handle him. She hadn’t come up with anything yet. Of course, it would have helped if she actually knew a bit more about him than she did. She knew he wouldn’t hurt her. She knew he could be trusted, depended upon. He was a friend to her father, and in the back of her mind she had always known she could call on him if she needed him.

Though she never had.

“He can hear you, Kira,” she pointed out with a frown instead. “Keep your voice down.”

The other half of that coin was the fact that he didn’t know her as well as he thought he did either. She didn’t need to give him any added information.

“Emily, the man just pulled you out of your bed, fixed you coffee, and somehow procured cinnamon rolls before you awoke, all without a single kiss or tussle. He’s another bodyguard, isn’t he, and you’re just too ashamed to admit you gave in to your daddy again.”

“He’s not a bodyguard.” Emily kept her voice firm and free of frustration with a struggle. “Really, Kira, you’re making too much of this. I don’t tell you everything.”

“When it comes to men you do.” Kira snorted. “I’ve listened to you rant for hours.”

“Only when they fail to please me,” Emily pointed out with a smile. “Maybe Kell pleases me.”

Emily kept the smug smile on her face as she sat back and savored the coffee Kell had made. It was excellent, damn him. And somehow, he had managed to get fresh cinnamon rolls without leaving the house.

“Yeah. Right.” Kira propped her chin on her hand, her gray eyes staring across the table mockingly as her shoulder-length black hair fell forward and gave her face an exotic slant.

Kira was quite simply gorgeous. Perfect facial features, pouty lips, seductively tilted eyes, and perfectly arched brows. She considered herself the ultimate seductress with just enough mocking amusement to assure a person that she didn’t take it seriously.

But more than one of Emily’s bodyguards had fallen half in love with her, while the others had been panting like wolves after a prime slice of meat.

“Yeah, right.” Emily nodded, wishing her friend would drop the subject, and much too aware of Kell sitting in the living room just inside the door, pretending to watch CNN.

“So, he relieved you of that nasty virginity problem you had without so much as a love bite? He should be congratulated.”

Emily choked on her coffee, nearly spewing it in Kira’s amused face as she stared back at her friend in horror. Oh God, she was going to kill Kira. She was going to string her up. She was going to lock her front door and never, ever allow the other woman in her home again. At least, not until Kell Krieger was gone.

She felt mortification sweep through her, burning beneath her cheeks before spreading over the rest of her face.

There wasn’t a chance in hell that Kell hadn’t heard that one.

“Maybe I prefer my love bites to be hidden, Ms. Porter.” His voice sounded behind them, calm, controlled, displeased. “And I never considered Emily’s virginity to be a nasty little problem.”

Emily propped her hands on the table, covered her face, and felt like sinking into the cement beneath her.

“I do not need you out here.” She gritted her teeth as she forced her hands down and turned her head to glare at him.

The corner of his lips kicked up in a grin, his green eyes sweeping over her as though he owned her body and knew every inch of it better than she did herself.

He leaned casually against the doorframe, staring down at her with mocking arrogance and amusement. “We need to go to the grocery store, sugar,” he told her as though she didn’t already know that. “Those cinnamon rolls only last so long and then I’m going to need food. Takes energy to keep up with you.”

Kira snorted. Emily felt like snarling.

“I’ll excuse myself then.” Kira straightened from the chair, sleek tanned skin revealed by the low-cut camisole top she wore and snug low-rise white shorts.

She looked like a sex goddess rising from a pedestal and deigning to give mere mortals the briefest glimpse of her perfectly flat stomach.

Emily reminded herself that she hated skinny women. Sitting there, still dressed in the loose sleep shirt and cotton leggings she wore in bed, she felt like a frump.

Her hair was barely brushed, she was makeup free, and she felt like she had wrestled her bed all night long. She’d just wrestled the blankets and her own arousal instead.

“Show up a little later tomorrow morning, Kira,” Emily asked as she rose from her own chair, determined to ignore her lack of polish and less than glamorous effect in doing so.

“She might be busy,” Kell murmured.

“Uh-huh.” Kira’s snicker wasn’t in the least cruel. It was good-natured, but that didn’t detract from the disbelief in it. “It always amazes me how Emily manages to draw her bodyguards into whatever scheme she decides to set up.” Her gaze went over Kell. “But I have to admit, she did very well this time.”

“Go to hell, Kira.” It wasn’t the first time she had consigned her friend to those fiery depths.

“They’re tired of me there.” Kira laughed. “I think I’ll head out shopping instead. Uncle Big Bucks sent me a gift card for my birthday and I intend to put it to very good use.”

Kira’s uncle kept her in gift cards, vehicles, and a round of invitations to the best parties. The other woman was the slightest bit spoiled, but good-natured. The problem with Kira was that she never let Emily get away with even the smallest lie. She seemed to see right through her.

Emily followed her friend through the house and watched as she left, giving her a jaunty wave before she turned slowly to Kell as he closed the patio doors.

“This is so not going to work,” she snapped. “People know me, Kell. I don’t lie worth shit and Daddy knows it. Now you know it. Revise your little game plan and figure out how to fix it.”

“I’m getting a little tired of people telling me to fix their problems,” he grunted, his gaze brooding as he stared back at her. “Why didn’t you tell me before this that you were a virgin?”

She was going to burn to ash she was blushing so much. Emily glared back at him as she ground her molars in frustration.

“Because it’s none of your business?” she questioned him sweetly.

“Everything you do is now my business,” he informed her. “Get used to it. Now, let’s see what we have to do to convince your very suspicious friend that I’m already making a meal of your delightful little body.”

Instant melting.

Oh God, she hated instant melting. But she could feel it, feel the heat that slammed instantly into her womb, burning into her pussy then her clit, swelling them, sending moisture to saturate another pair of panties.

His expression instantly became darker, dangerous, sensual.

“You should have given her details,” he said then.

“Details?” Emily backed away from him despite the fact that he hadn’t moved. “What kind of details did you want me to give her?”

“Do you know where I would lay the perfect love bite?” he asked softly, moving then, pacing closer to her as she felt her breath slam out of her lungs.

“Where?” The question was breathless, filled with an awareness of the sexual animal suddenly pacing ever closer.

She felt stalked. Her virginity was on the endangered species list and the ultimate hunter was now stalking it relentlessly.

It was too sexy.

It was too dangerous.

He stopped in front of her, staring down at her breasts as they rose and fell harshly, her nipples spike hard and pressing against the thin material of the sleep shirt that asked “Am I awake yet?”

“Should I tell you, or show you?”

Show me. Show me.

“Telling me would work fine.” She stepped back again, only to come up against the low arm of the couch and the realization that he had very neatly maneuvered her into it.

“I’d rather show you.” His head lowered.

Emily whimpered.

She stared into the dark emerald of his eyes, mesmerized, watching as lust, hot and wicked, filled them and she felt herself sinking beneath a wave of sensual, sexual excitement.

The wave became a fury of pleasure a second later. His lips touched hers, a sipping kiss that had her hands reaching for him, suddenly desperate for more. She couldn’t imagine feeling no more than this whisper of ecstasy.

His lips were perfect for kissing. Like rough velvet stroking over hers a second before his tongue licked over her curves and his teeth nipped at the bottom curve.

“Are you going to open for me?” he asked as his hands settled firmly on her hips. “Or do I have to take it?”

Excitement tore a path of destruction along her senses as she flinched beneath the whiplash of sensual heat.

Emily inhaled roughly. “If you have to ask for it, then you don’t need it. Do you?”

Mistake!

No sooner had the words left her lips than her senses were screaming. With a hungry growl he took her kiss. His lips slanted over hers, his tongue whispering past them, licking at them, driving her crazy with the need to touch it as she felt him jerk her against him.

The next instant the world was tilted. She found herself stretched above him, one hand dragging one of her thighs over his as the other tangled in her hair and held her to him.

Oh God. She was straddling him. She could feel his cock between her thighs, rubbing against her as his lips and tongue destroyed her mind.

Her hands were buried in his hair, holding him to her, trying to devour him as pleasure became a force she couldn’t fight.

She had always fought before. She knew how to fight sexual desire. She knew how to fight attraction to her bodyguards and her father’s potential grandchild donors. But she couldn’t fight this.

She felt his hand move from her hip, dragging her nightshirt up her body, but she couldn’t stop him. She was too busy trying to hold on to that kiss.

Lips that eased back and forced her to follow. That slanted over hers and dragged a hungry cry from her throat. Lips she couldn’t stand the thought of never kissing again.

His kiss was a firestorm, burning away objections and suspicions and leaving her adrift within the most pleasure she could have ever imagined.

She had never known pleasure this good. This hot. This dominating despite the fact that she was on top. Wasn’t she supposed to be in control?

“There, sugar,” he whispered against her lips as he drew back again, forcing her to open her eyes as she nipped back at his lips in retaliation.

“Don’t stop. Please, Kell . . .” Oh hell, she was going to beg.

His lips dipped from hers, his tongue trailing over her jaw, before his cheek scraped against her neck. Emily couldn’t stop the shudder of reaction. The rasp of a newly growing beard sent a hard tremor racing through her as pleasure swamped her.

It was so good. So good, she moved her head, turning her neck into his cheek to feel it closer, rougher.

“Like that?” he whispered as his hands moved beneath her shirt, his fingers callused and hot on her back as his teeth suddenly scraped over her neck.

Like it? No, she didn’t like it. It was destroying her, stealing her strength and her common sense and leaving her weak beneath his touch.

“Yes,” she panted.

“Like this?” He stretched beneath her then, his hips rolling and lifting, grinding the hard ridge of his cock deeper between her thighs as fireworks ricocheted in her mind and exquisite sensation sent her reeling.

Her hands gripped his hair tighter as she fought to hold on to control. Hell, right now, she just wanted to stay conscious as his lips turned into hers again, and his hands moved, lowered and pushed beneath the snug leggings and the lacy band of her panties to cup the cheeks of her rear and squeeze.

She was a goner.

“Oh shit! Boy, was I wrong!”

Kell jackknifed beneath Emily, gripping her and jerking her to his side away from the door as his gaze sliced to the woman standing in the open doorway.

He had expected this. Before joining Emily and Kira on the patio he had contacted Ian and had him watching the front door, just on the off chance that it wasn’t Kira who decided to breach the unlocked portal later.

The other woman was staring at them in shock, her gray eyes wide and filled with startled amusement and a hint of mocking acknowledgment.

“God, I didn’t lock the door,” Emily muttered beside him, fighting to straighten her clothes as Kell rose to his feet.

“Did you forget how to knock, Ms. Porter?” he asked her lazily, noticing the understanding that filled her eyes when she recognized the tone in his voice.

“I never knock unless the door is locked.” Kira waved the question away. “Emily always leaves the door unlocked for me.”

Kell turned to stare down at Emily.

“I was a bit distracted if you’ll recall,” she muttered, the blush on her cheeks frighteningly endearing as he gazed at her.

He turned back to Kira. “The doors will be locked for now on,” he informed her. “Did you forget something?”

She cocked a hip, propped her hand on it, and watched him coolly. “Nothing in particular. I just wanted to see if Emily wanted to do a little shopping later.”

“She’ll be with me,” he answered for Emily as she rose from the couch behind him.

“He needs to go grocery shopping,” Emily snapped as she obviously regained control of herself. “Maybe some other time, Kira.”

“Grocery shopping.” Kira’s gaze raked over him. “Well, honey, one thing about it, I don’t think you have to worry about buying beef while you’re out. It looks like you have plenty in residence as it is.” She fought down her laughter as she waggled her fingers at them then turned and left, closing the door behind her.

Kell moved to the door, locked it carefully, then turned back to Emily.

“Lock the doors from now on,” he ordered.

“Of course.” She breathed in roughly then, staring around the room for long seconds before coming back to him. “That can’t happen again.”

“What can’t happen again?” he asked her suspiciously.

“On that couch.” Her hand fluttered to the furniture. “It can’t happen again.”

“Fine. We’ll go straight to the bed the next time.” There wasn’t a doubt in his mind now exactly where this was leading.

A frown snapped between her brows.

“I mean it can’t happen again at all,” she snapped. “Ever.”

Not even in his worst nightmare would it never happen again. Kell stared back at her, remembering the heat of her pussy through two layers of clothes, the hunger in her searching lips and how her hips had moved, grinding onto his cock with an inborn sensuality that still had him gritting his teeth in hunger.

“You’re fooling yourself, Emily,” he said softly. “I didn’t take you for a woman who denied the obvious. It’s going to happen again. And often. Don’t doubt that.”

She licked her lips; the pouty curves were swollen from his kiss, but restrained. Tight with the effort it cost her to control the need rising inside her.

“I won’t let myself have you, Kell. Don’t fool yourself. That.” She waved to the couch again. “That was a temporary lapse in judgment. Nothing more.”

“Why won’t you let yourself, sugar?” he asked her gently, seeing the shadows in her eyes, the sharp pain that seeped into the blue depths.

Her lips twisted cynically. “I already have a father who feels the need to control me, Kell. I don’t need a lover doing the same thing. And I sure as hell don’t intend to hand my father the son-in-law he’s dreamed of by giving him the opportunity to force you into a marriage neither of us wants. So give it up. Find someone to babysit and go out and get your piece before coming back to work. Just like the others did. Don’t worry, I won’t tell on you. Unlike my bodyguards, I know how to keep my damned mouth shut.”

Hell, it was no wonder she hadn’t let any of those morons her father hired touch her. Not that he completely blamed the bodyguards, living in the same house with her, knowing she wanted nothing to do with them, that would suck. They would have to find relief somewhere.

“And what did you do, Emily?” he asked her then. “When you needed to be touched? Held?”

“Why, Kell, I just reminded myself of the price.” She sneered. “My freedom. Once I put it all in perspective, it was really quite easy. I’ve lost enough independence since I reached the age where my father could safely marry me off. I’d really rather not lose any more if it’s all the same to you.”

“And how would you lose that independence with me, Emily?”

Bleak acceptance filled her gaze at that point.

“I’m not on birth control, Kell. I can’t take it. The pill, the shot, the IUD, the inserts. I’ve tried them all. My body rejects them all. That leaves a condom. Condoms break. Babies are made, and once they are, if you don’t marry me my father will destroy you. Careerwise, lifewise, personally, and professionally. And I won’t marry you. Because I know the type of man you are.”

“Do you?”

Her laughter was mocking. “Your wife will stay at home, have your babies, and toe the line while you’re gone. You’ll play your war games with your buddies, watch ballgames with them when they’re home, and screw your wife when you have nothing better to do. Thank you, but no thank you. Being a virgin for life sounds a hell of a lot sweeter than marrying a big, tough, Alpha asshole with more damned testosterone than common sense when it comes to his wife.”

Kell listened to her voice rise with each sentence. When she finished, her teeth snapped together, her lips compressed, and she turned her back as her fingers raked furiously through her hair.

“Is that what your father did?”

Her laughter was bitter now. “Mom was leaving him when she was killed. Because he loved her too much, she said. I didn’t understand that. Daddy loved us. What was there to hate about that?” She shook her head as Kell felt the helplessness that flowed from her. “After she died, he was devoted to me. He taught me how to fight, how to hunt and track, and he was teaching me to mountain climb. Then I turned eighteen.”

“And he decided to marry you off,” Kell finished.

She turned back to him. “As you well know. Hell, you’ve been around long enough to know about the fights we’ve had over it.”

“So why didn’t you sleep with one of the boys from college? Hell, I think I would have halfway understood if you picked a married man. Why stay a virgin, Emily?”

Her expression sobered. There was no mockery, no cynicism. “Because it wouldn’t be enough,” she whispered sadly. “You miss what you’ve had worse than you miss what you haven’t. I don’t want to miss more than I already do.”

“Why, Emily?” he ground out again. “If you’ve gone to these extremes to keep your father from winning, despite your love for him, then why give up? Why not live as you want to and tell him to go to hell?”

“Because he didn’t tell me to go to hell,” she whispered miserably. “I can’t hurt my father like that, Kell. I love him too much.”

“It seems to me, Emily, that he doesn’t care to hurt you or to use that too developed sense of responsibility you have against you,” he pointed out. “What you’re forgetting, though, is the fact that you have a responsibility to yourself as well. Now, I will end up in a bed with you. I’ll protect you as best I can, but if the rubber breaks and you end up pregnant, your father won’t have to threaten me to take care of my child or my woman. I’m not a kid anymore. I know how it’s done now. I guess it’s just up to you to decide if you’re going to take what you want, or if you’re going to stay daddy’s little girl forever.”


 

 

 

 

Seven

 

 

HE WAS GOING TO END up falling in love with her.

Kell accepted the truth about the time they were going through the produce department and he caught Emily eyeing the cucumbers just a little too intently before trying to sneak a glance at his thighs.

Comparing size. The little vixen was trying to figure out dimensions by comparing the bulge with the cucumbers.

He covered his grin before choosing two of the cylindrical vegetables and putting them in the cart. Then he chose the rest of the salad fixings before heading for the fruit.

“Any preferences?” he asked as she paused next to him, her face still flushed.

“Watermelon.” She eyed one with particular interest.

Kell let his lashes drift over his eyes as he stared at it himself. He knew how to eat watermelon. At least, how he intended to eat it with her. He put it in the cart before moving her to the fresh meat section.

She let him choose, watching the cart warily before they headed to the canned foods and flour and sugar section. By the time he pushed the cart to the check-out stand he could see the worry in her face.

“I can’t pay for all this,” she finally muttered as he threw a handful of chocolate bars into the cart. “I’m a schoolteacher. We don’t make big bucks here.”

He frowned down at her. “The groceries go on my card and are turned in to the expense account. It’ll be handled by your father at the end of the month.”

“Boy, are you in for a surprise then.” She sighed. “Just give me the bill after you pay for it. I’ll get some money out of the ATM. I know I don’t have enough cash and I didn’t bring the credit card.”

She was chewing at her lower lip as she stared at the food. “You eat a lot.”

He pushed the cart into the check-out bay and moved ahead as the cashier dropped the back bar and began pulling items toward her across the scanner.

Surely she hadn’t been paying for her bodyguards’ food?

“Hi, Miss Stanton.” The cashier flashed Emily a smile that gleamed with braces. “Are you having a good summer?” She slid a sidelong look at Kell.

“It’s quiet, Kimmy,” Emily answered. “How’s your brother enjoying his vacation?”

“He’s doing great. Mom told me to tell you thanks for the tutoring you did after school let out. Mark’s doing a lot better in reading now. He should be good to go to the first grade.”

Emily nodded with a small smile. “He’s a smart kid. He just needed some extra help.”

“Well, he’s taking to reading, I know that.” The girl laughed as she scanned the items quickly while talking. “I took him to the library the other day and loaded him up. Is this your new bodyguard?” She nodded to Kell.

Emily’s shoulders slumped with resignation. “No, Kimmy, this is my, umm, friend.” She cleared her throat as Kimmy paused with the scanning.

She blinked at Emily, then turned and stared at Kell in amazement. She flushed when he winked slowly and grinned back at her.

“Wow,” she breathed out in obvious admiration. “Miss Stanton, that is so righteous. And he’s drop dead, ya know? Does he have any brothers?”

“Let’s hope not,” she muttered, barely loud enough for Kell to hear before forcing a smile and answering the girl with a quick “no.”

“Too bad.” Kimmy sneaked another look in his direction. “Really and truly drop dead, Miss Stanton.”

“Thanks, Kimmy,” she said as the final sale rang up.

Kell felt an edge of anger as her face paled just slightly at the cost. Pulling out his billfold, he handed the girl his credit card, but he wanted to hit something instead. It was more than obvious she had been paying for the food her houseguests consumed. And men, being men, especially the men Kell knew Stanton had hired, ate a lot.

“This one pays too.” Kimmy looked back at him with new respect. “I’d keep him for a while if I were you, Miss Stanton.”

Emily said nothing but as Kimmy handed the receipt toward him she reached for it. Kell beat her, smiling in triumph as he dangled the receipt out of her reach.

“There you go, show her how a real man takes care of her.” Kimmy at least seemed to be enjoying it.

“I’m trying, Kimmy.” He winked again. “She’s stubborn though.”

“Yeah, she’s pretty tough.” Kimmy nodded. “But she’s killer cool, man. Don’t forget that.”

“Kell. Kell Krieger.” He reached his hand out to her, watched her blush prettily and accept the handshake.

“Kimberly Aikens,” she squeaked. “And you are so drop dead.” She sighed with teenage hormones and obvious pleasure.

“So are you,” he said, chuckling as the bag boy sliced him a glare and Emily frowned back at him with disapproval. “Goodbye, Kimmy.”

“Goodbye,” she breathed out wistfully. “And please be sure to come back soon.”

He lifted his hand in farewell as Emily shot him another disgruntled glance.

“Stop flirting with the check-out girls,” she hissed. “It’s disgraceful.”

“You won’t flirt with me.” He grinned. “It’s an ego boost.”

“You are so wrong,” she snapped out. “And I want that receipt.”

“Forget it.”

“Now.”

He paused by the Trailblazer. “It will cost you,” he murmured as he pulled her keys from his jeans pocket and smiled down at her in satisfaction. “Are you sure you want to pay?”

“You’re fired!” she snapped.

Kell pushed the unlatch button and glanced at the bag boy as he began loading the back. He leaned down, watching her eyes as he let his lips touch her ear.

“Coward,” he breathed softly against her ear.

Emily jerked back, staring at him as her teeth ground together in obvious annoyance. She was working her way toward a full-fledged temper tantrum that would beat the hell out of the helplessness he saw in her earlier. She was like a caged bird. The bars were made of love, guilt, and responsibility. She felt responsible for her mother leaving, for her death, and for her father’s worry.

There was a woman inside her, filled with strength and life, clawing her way toward freedom with no idea which direction to take.

“I’m not a coward,” she choked out.

“Prove it, Emily,” he dared her as his head lifted and he moved her back from the Trailblazer enough to allow her to lift herself to the seat. “Prove it to both of us.”

He closed the door before she could argue and moved to where the carry-out boy had finished loading the groceries. He was a kid in a man’s body, all arms and legs and unfamiliar muscles growing in his lanky body. Hazel eyes glared at Kell in dislike as a surprisingly firm mouth flattened in anger.

“Pouting won’t get you what you want,” he told the boy, aching at the realization that when he had been this kid’s age he had already lost a wife and child. He had already known the horror of being disowned, only to face his parents’ offer to reinstate him in the family now that the trash he had married had been taken care of.

“What do you mean?” the youth snapped.

Kell stared down at him, silently showing his strength in the look in his eyes, on his face. The boy’s gaze jumped to the side.

“Be a man, son,” he growled. “If you don’t know how, then learn how. And don’t blame your girlfriend for being impressed. I’m a man, not a kid.”

The boy glared back, but Kell could see the kid’s mind turning, and sometimes that was all it took.

“That’s your tip for the day,” he informed him. “Because you beat the cart over every speed bump on the way over here. Think about it. Better yet, practice it.”

He moved around the Trailblazer then, opened the driver’s door, and stepped into the vehicle.

“You didn’t check for a bomb,” were the first words out of her mouth. “If I’m in danger, then how do you know Fuentes didn’t rig the Trailblazer and it’s going to blow up the minute you start the engine?”

He laid his arms over the steering wheel and stared back at her in disbelief.

“You watch too much television or read too many books. I haven’t decided which yet.”

She sniffed disdainfully. “My father was a Navy SEAL. Or did you forget?”

“It would be damned hard to forget that one,” he assured her, smiling as he turned the key and the only thing that ignited was the motor.

She stared back at him balefully before turning her head and looking around the parking lot.

“Where’s your backup?”

A grin tilted his lips. She was quick as hell, and he liked that about her.

“We have two Secret Service agents following us.” He didn’t mention Ian. The Secret Service was good, but Kell didn’t trust anyone outside his group worth squat.

“Dad always said you should check things for yourself,” she stated.

“I didn’t see you lying on the ground and checking the undercarriage.”

Her shoulders lifted dismissively. “I’ve had a bit of trouble figuring out exactly how to recognize a problem. But I’m working on it.”

His eyes narrowed as he glanced over at her. “You’re trying to figure out how to tell if a vehicle has been wired?”

“Seemed like a good hobby.” She crossed her arms over her breasts. “I’m all about learning things. Research, you know.”

Lust slammed into his gut. Research. He would never hear that word again without remembering her sinuous little body straddling his lap and the sight of her panties dampening in need.

“Yeah, research.” He could feel the sweat popping out on his brow now. “We need to do something about that hobby of yours, Emily.”

She breathed out deeply. “So I keep hearing, Kell. So I keep hearing.”

 

THE GROCERIES WERE PUT AWAY, and there wasn’t a spare inch of space left in her refrigerator or her cabinets by time they finished.

So much for her diet. The extra pounds she had been fighting with since she was a teenager were just doomed to stay in place.

They had stopped for lunch, a nice little Italian place with loads of calories, sinfully rich desserts, and a wine so smooth and delicious she had to force herself not to buy a bottle.

She was going to have a hard enough time paying for the groceries.

Maybe she should let go of her pride in this instance and tell her father to reimburse her for the eating machine she now had living in her house. The good senator owed her that much at least. The problem was, she hated asking him for money. Hated it.

For a while, he had deposited money in her account to take care of the eating needs of his goons, but the last argument they’d had over the amount he was depositing had resulted in him depositing nothing at all. And she had been too stubborn to do anything about it.

Now, she was stuck with the object of every sexual fantasy she had ever known, and she would be damned if she knew what to do with him. She knew what she wanted to do, she wanted to lick every inch of his body. She wanted to drape herself over him and become a part of his damned skin.

And that was just so wrong. Because no man should be that damned sexy, so rough and ready that she was creaming her panties just looking at him.

 

AFTER THE LAST OF THE groceries were in place Emily moved around the house, staring at the closed curtains, the locked windows, and tried to fight the arousal building inside her.

Hell, she had already come in his face. It wasn’t like pretending he was a favorite treat that needed to be licked was going to hurt her good “virgin” standing.

“I can take care of cooking if you don’t like to cook.”

She turned around quickly, staring across the room at him as he moved from the pantry and the small chest freezer stored back there.

His jeans rode low on his hips, a wide leather belt cinching it. Long muscular legs encased in denim drew her eyes, and the bulge between them made her mouth water before she jerked her gaze up to his amused green eyes.

“I don’t mind cooking.” She pushed her hands into the pockets of her Capris as she watched him move through the kitchen.

Muscles rippled in his arms and chest, emphasized by the snug fit of the T-shirt and the jeans that had seen one washing too many. They cupped his butt and his crotch like loving hands. The way she wanted to cup them.

She whirled away and stalked toward the patio doors only to turn back when she realized they were locked. She was in danger. She couldn’t just stalk outside because she was in a snit.

She closed her eyes as something whispered through her mind. A shadow of a memory, perhaps? A voice she knew she should remember from that time Fuentes had held her in captivity.

“Do you think you can catch him?” she asked. “Fuentes, that is?”

“We’ll catch him.” Supreme confidence filled his expression and glittered in his cat’s eyes as he watched her. “Him and his spy.”

“Dad didn’t tell me much about the spy.”

“Fuentes has a spy, very high up in the government, that’s supplying him with information. If we catch the spy, Fuentes will tip his hat in a game well played and leave you and your father alone.”

“He will?” she asked suspiciously. “Now, why do I have trouble believing that? That was what he was supposed to have done when you and your team rescued us after the kidnapping.”

Of the three of them, Emily had fared the best. One of the girls, the youngest, was still in a near-catatonic state from the drugs she had been given. The other, Senator Bridgeport’s daughter, had died within days.

“Extenuating circumstances. Our information suggests that Fuentes’s spy demanded this hit.” Kell opened the freezer and pulled free the beer he had slid in there earlier. “All we have to do is keep you and your father safe until the rest of the team tracks down the spy, then you’ll be okay.”

“I don’t remember you being there.” She rubbed at her forehead, frowning as she tried to delve into the dark space in her mind where those memories lay. “I should have remembered you being there.”

He twisted the cap off the beer and tossed it to the trash with a tight flip of his fingers as his lips flattened angrily.

“You were drugged, Emily. Whore’s Dust affects the memory. It was designed to do that.”

“It makes the victim beg for sex.” She tightened her fists in her pockets as she faced him. “Did I beg you for sex, Kell?”

He stared back at her with level, calm eyes.

“Did anyone else see me?” she whispered worriedly. “Did I embarrass you?” Or herself.

His head shook once as a wry smile tugged at his lips. “You didn’t embarrass me, Em. And you didn’t beg me for sex. Didn’t your dad tell you what I had in my report?”

He hadn’t.

“He just said that I was brave.” She shrugged helplessly. “I’ve wondered what he meant by that.”

“Exactly what he said,” Kell told her softly, his gaze softening with approval. “You were very brave. You gathered the other girls together where I told you to, and you trusted me to get you out of there. You let me do my job.”

A swell of pride infused her. He wasn’t lying to her. She could see it in his eyes. For the first time in two years something inside her loosened, relaxed.

“Thank you.” She cleared her throat uneasily then, suddenly uncertain amid the tension thickening in the room. “I couldn’t ask Dad—”

He nodded quickly before lifting the beer and taking a slow drink, as though he needed something to distract himself with.

“Richard should have given you my report,” he said as he lowered the beer.

She crossed her arms over her breasts, hugging herself against the chill that seemed to invade her at the realization that her father held back much more from her than she had realized.

“I told Dad, when he accepted that position on the oversight committee, that it wasn’t going to be safe for either of us.”

“What did he say?”

“That he would protect me.” Emily rolled her eyes.

“And he’s making sure you’re protected,” he said softly, his expression too intent, his gaze too probing as he brought the beer to his lips again and drank.

It was sexy, watching his lips pull the liquid from the glass bottle, the way his tongue flicked over his lower lip when he was finished.

He hadn’t shaved that morning, so his cheeks were still covered with the overnight growth of beard. It gave him a rakish, piratical look that made him seem darker and more dangerous than ever before. Sexier. More primal.

“Oh yes.” Her lips twisted mockingly. “He’s making certain I’m protected.” She crossed her arms over her breasts now. “Tell me, Kell, what are you going to do if you end up in my bed and Daddy finds out? When he pulls you aside and gives you the rules to this little game. You’ll marry his daughter, and keep her out of trouble, or your career and all your dreams are shot to hell.”

“Won’t happen. He just lets you think it will happen.”

Her eyes widened in amazement. “I thought you knew my father better than that, Kell? You evidently have no clue how bad he wants me married and knocked up.”

“Oh, I can safely say I know your father’s plans as well as anyone.” He grinned mockingly. “But I know how to be careful, Emily.”

“You’re just like him.” She could see the same arrogance, the same determination stamped on his features that she often saw on her father’s. “So certain you’re right and that you can have what you want the way you want it. I’m not a prize, Kell, and I’m not a plaything to relieve your boredom.”

His smile was blatant male confidence and sexual intent.

“No, you’re a habitual virgin who’s too frightened to take what you want.” He lifted the beer, drank again, and his eyes gleamed with amused certainty.

“Are you insane?”

“I’m horny.” He shrugged. “So hard for a taste of that sweetness you were rubbing in my face at that strip club, I can barely walk for it.”

“So that makes it okay?”

“That makes it more than okay, sugar. That’s going to make it a certainty. Because I might be harder than hell, but right now, I bet you dollars to doughnuts your panties are wet again. Shall we put it to the test?”

He was insane. He was crazy. He was the most impossibly confident man she had ever laid her eyes on. He was totally unlike the bodyguards. He didn’t bother to hide his lust and he didn’t give a damn what anyone thought of it.

Her gaze raked over his tall, muscular body. She paused at his thighs, seeing the length of his erection beneath his jeans. The impressive bulge was a temptation in and of itself.

“You think you can handle me.” She smiled slowly. “I can see it in your face. You think all you have to do is get me addicted to your touch, to touching you, and everything else will be a piece of cake.”

His lips quirked in response.

“You are so deluded.” She dropped her arms and moved closer, watching his eyes narrow as she brushed against him, stopping a breath from his hard chest as she let one hand drift across his tight abs.

“Am I?”

“You are.” Her fingers brushed over his belt before she began to slowly loosen it. “I could become addicted, Kell. So easily.” His eyes narrowed as the belt came undone and her fingers tugged at the metal button holding his jeans. “I could do all the things I’ve researched, hungered for, dreamed about.” The second button came undone. “I could go crazy with you in my bed.” The third button, the fourth.

His jeans parted beneath her fingers, revealing the snug white briefs he wore and the heavy ridge of flesh beneath.

“Teasing, sugar?” he dared her. His voice. His eyes. They sent out a challenge she couldn’t resist.

Carefully she eased the material of his briefs over the hard flesh, catching her breath on a silent moan as the thick, heavy wedge of flesh was revealed. Dark, pulsing with blood and strength, the head engorged, flushed nearly purple with arousal and heat as a creamy drop of semen beaded at the flushed crest.

“I don’t tease,” she whispered.

She had known what she wanted as she came to him, and she had been certain he wouldn’t allow it. That he would steal control, that he would take her as he wanted, not as she wanted.

But he stood still, his body growing more tense by the second.

Emily could feel the hunger rising inside her now, beating at her brain, searing through her bloodstream. Her mouth watered with the need to taste him, to put to action all the research she had done on going down on a man.

“Take your shirt off.” She meant to whisper the words, she hadn’t meant to make it a command.

But the shirt came off. Slowly. Too slowly. Revealing tighter than tight abs, a rippling chest, and powerful arms.

She had to touch him. She didn’t have a choice. Bronzed flesh filled her vision as her hands, pale against his skin, pressed against his stomach and eased upward, scraping over the sprinkling of black hair that bisected it. Feeling the rush of heat from his flesh, the pounding of his heart. The prickle of the small hairs against her palms was electric.

“How long since you’ve touched a man, Emily?” he asked her then. “Since you’ve let your senses be captured?”

She shook her head slowly, dazed, mesmerized by the pleasure building in her palms and rushing through her body.

“Too long.” She could barely breathe, could barely remember. “So long.”

Her fingers curled against his chest as her head lowered. She wanted to taste him. Her tongue touched flesh and he jerked beneath the caress. But he didn’t touch her. He didn’t hold her. He didn’t force her to do what he wanted.

The taste of his flesh exploded through her senses. Dark, male, clean. There was nothing artificial. Just stark earthy male. Slightly salty. A hint of musk. Addictive. So addictive she let her teeth grip the flesh over his breastbone as she licked again.

“I just want to touch,” she moaned, shaking now with the power that seemed to whip around her. “Just once. Just this time.” She was out of control. Her lips smoothed over his chest, her tongue licked, her teeth scraped, and her senses became drugged, dazed, weakened by the incredible freedom she could feel moving through her. “I’ve dreamed of touching you, Kell. For so long.”

“Touch, sugar.” His voice was a breath of sound, a dreamy rasp over her senses that urged, encouraged, that gave her license to do as she needed. As she dreamed. “You can touch me all you want to.”

Freedom. It surged through her, arcing through her body and mind until nothing mattered, nothing made sense but the taste of him. The feel of him. The wicked, liberating sense of holding the reins on this powerful sexual beast.


 

 

 

 

Eight

 

 

WHEN A MAN SET OUT to tame a vixen, he didn’t grab her. He didn’t manhandle her. That was a surefire way to lose a finger. And the vixen. She was cunning, she was wily, and she was as free as the wind. But she loved touching. She was affectionate and playful, tempting and teasing, but she wanted to be caressed and held.

The man who was determined to capture a vixen learned patience early. He learned control. And he learned to let the vixen set the rules. At first.

Kell’s fingers tightened on the side of the bar as Emily’s hot little tongue licked over his chest. The pleasure was exquisite. Heated little electric shocks raced over his flesh and drew his muscles tight. Staring down at her, he became absorbed in the small glimpses of her expression, the slow, steady immersion of her senses into the freedom of touch he was giving her.

He was out to trap a vixen. To seduce her. To stroke her. To control her. And it seemed he had found the perfect bait. Something she had never had before, a treat particular to the heated woman smoothing her hands over his flesh, her tongue licking, tasting. The illusion of control.

It was going to be torture. The torture of feeling a pleasure so extreme, so liquid hot, it was all he could do to keep his hands to himself, to keep from trapping the vixen in his grip.

But some things were far better for the wait.

“Kiss me, Kell.” She lifted her head, staring up at him with sparkling blue eyes, hunger flaming in their depths as his head lowered. “I’ve dreamed of you kissing me.”

“You kiss me,” he suggested in a dare. “Show me what you have, sugar.”

He let his lips touch hers, and expected hesitancy. He didn’t expect her teeth to nip at his lower lip before drawing it between hers, her hot little tongue stroking over it like a lick of fire.

She smiled at the involuntary groan that came from his chest. Slender fingers moved up his arm to his nape, then into his hair. They tangled in the long strands and tugged him to her, her lips settling against his, first in a whisper of need, then with fiery demand.

Her tongue was silken and damp, stroking against his as she lifted against him, her beaded nipples pressing through her bra and shirt and burning into his chest.

He was dying to touch her. His hands itched to touch her. But he kept one on the counter, the other at his side. And he thought of the vixen and his need to hold her.

“Emily.” He whispered her name gently as her lips moved from his, then to his neck and to his chest once again. He began to move, easing slowly to the couch.

“Stay. Don’t go.” Her hand gripped his waist as he continued to ease back.

“Let me sit down, sugar,” he crooned, seeing the effect of his voice on her senses. Her expression lost its look of worry, sensuality taking over again as they reached the couch. “Just let me ease back here, and you can have whatever you want.”

If he didn’t sit down, lie down, find some way to get off his feet, then once her mouth completed its southward path he’d collapse on the floor. Damn her, she was making his knees weak. She was making his cock harder than ever.

She followed as he sat down gingerly then slowly eased back to the pillow at the arm. Her knee was on the cushion beside him, the other between his thighs. Her mouth was blazing a conflagration to his abs as her slender fingers moved past the material of his jeans and briefs and touched the sensitive shaft of his cock.

His hips jerked, arched. Fingers fisted over his head as he gritted his teeth against the need to grab her, to roll her beneath him and tear the clothes from her body.

“Emily.” Her name ground from between his teeth.

“Just a minute,” she whispered breathlessly. “I know how to do this. I do. I read about it. I know how.”

Ah shit. Her voice was lost, so filled with excitement it shook from her lips as her fingers attempted to wrap around his erection.

“Sugar, there’s more to this,” he ground out.

“I have movies,” she assured him. “And books. I know how to do this.”

Her research was going to kill him.

Her mouth surrounded the engorged head, her tongue tucked against the ultrasensitive flesh beneath the head, and she began to suck.

“Sweet God, have mercy!” His body jerked as though a whip had been laid to his balls.

Pleasure tore through him. It wasn’t insipid, it wasn’t a slow burn. It was hard, searing, it tore across his nerve endings as he bared his teeth in painful pleasure and growled in ravening hunger.

And he watched her. Watched the initial hesitation, felt it in the movement of her lips until she found the exact position she was looking for to tear his soul from his body.

Auburn curls fell like flames to caress his thighs as she began to move her mouth over his cock. Taking as much as she could hold, sucking deeply, her tongue flaying too sensitive flesh as her mouth tightened and worked over the thick cock head and sucking it against the roof of her mouth.

Oh God. Her fucking research was going to drive him insane. What the hell was he thinking? His fingers uncurled, his arms lifted; the only thought in his mind was to grab her hair and to force her mouth to move as he wanted.

Then she moaned. A sound of sheer pleasure, of wild temptation. Kell forced his hands back, tried to breathe through the pleasure and felt the sweat running down his brow.

He was crazy. He hadn’t tried to tame a vixen since he was a teenager and he hadn’t managed it successfully then. What the hell made him think he could do it now? Especially this particular vixen.

But he would never forget her face, her expression, at this moment, for as long as he lived. Her lashes drifted over her eyes, showing only a glimmer of her dark blue gaze. A flush darkened her cheeks and her cupid’s-bow lips were stretched wide over his engorged cock as her slender fingers wrapped around the stalk.

It wasn’t his first blow job, but he’d be damned if it wasn’t the sexiest one he’d ever had. Her lips moved up and down the throbbing head, her fingers stroked the shaft, her tongue licked and tasted, and he swore she was stealing his soul with the delicate greed of her sucking mouth.

“Ah sugar.” He winced at the thickening of the Cajun accent he thought he’d defeated years ago. “Your mouth is perfect. So sweet and hot.”

Her passionate little whimper vibrated on his flesh, causing him to stretch, to thrust against her lips. Hell, holding back was killing him. He could feel the need for release tightening his balls and tingling up his spine.

“So greedy,” he growled as her tongue licked over the small slit, probed and drew a pulse of semen that slipped past his control. “There you go. Suck me like you mean it, sugar.”

His fingers were digging into the couch cushion, his teeth bared in a grimace as he fought the pleasure. Just another minute, he swore. One more minute.

The soft suckling sounds pierced his head as she drew him deeper into her mouth. Slowly, oh hell, so slowly, drew him to her throat. Paused and released him. Drew him back again, released. Drew and swallowed, the reflex motion tightening and caressing the head of his cock in a move that had him snarling, pulling his hips down, trying to force her to release him.

The pressure eased, but for a second only. It returned as he watched moisture seep from the corner of her eyes at the effort it took to hold him there, to swallow and retreat.

“Emily.” He growled her name fiercely, staring down at her in desperation as her lashes lifted and he glimpsed the incredible pleasure that filled them. “Stop, vixen. Enough.”

She bore down again as he nearly jackknifed into a sitting position only to have her hand press imperatively against his abs.

“Do you know what’s coming?” he snarled, shaking the sweat from his eyes as he glared down at her. “I’ll fill your mouth, sugar. Ease up. You don’t want that this first time.”

A virgin. Sweet Lord, have mercy, a virgin vixen was destroying his control. Stealing it. Her eyes gleamed with satisfaction and her mouth sank on his cock again, took him deep and swallowed.

Kell flung his head back, his hands jerking from the cushions to her hair, tangling in the strands, holding her still, and filled her mouth. He felt the hard, violent ejaculations spurting in hard jets as pleasure, ecstasy, ripped through his body and drew it achingly tight. Every bone and muscle tautened as a harsh groan tore repeatedly from his chest.

It was rapture. It was like nothing he had known. She could give lessons in blow jobs. She could destroy a man with that mouth, and she was destroying him as she consumed every drop of passion pouring from him.

“Come to me,” he grated out as she eased up, one last lingering lick of her tongue to his cock as her head began to lift.

His hands were still tangled in her hair as the sight of her rosy lips, damp and gleaming with moisture, seared into his brain.

“Kell.” Her voice filled with aching need as he drew her up his body, pulling her to him.

“Come to my mouth, Emily,” he ordered roughly. “Come, sugar. Right up here. Let me taste that sweet pussy. Let me show you what you gave me.”

She was shaking, shuddering against him, as he drew her to him. She was still wearing her clothes. No way in hell was he giving her time to think as he removed them. As she moved above him, his hands eased her knees onto the cushions and he dragged his body lower. Until his lips were poised beneath her, his fingers gripping the material of the soft cotton Capris on each side of the seam and pulling.

It parted, the sound of rending cloth bringing a gasp from her lips and a warning tension to her body. A tension Kell didn’t allow to last for long. As the material parted, his lips were there. His teeth caught the edge of the triangle of silk covering her, pulling it to the side and then catching it with the fingers of one hand.

Then his tongue was free to touch her. Free to slide through the juicy slit, to taste ambrosia, the nectar of the gods, a heated, sweet syrup he knew would be his downfall.

Emily knew she had made a grave mistake. A tactical error, and she couldn’t stop. She was lost. The minute she heard the material of her Capris tearing, she knew nothing could stop this. Definitely not her. She couldn’t stop anything, she was too lost in that first lick through the folds of her sex and too desperate for more.

Then he kissed her. He covered the lips of her pussy with his lips, and gave her a kiss that nearly destroyed her.

The rasp of his short growth of beard sizzled across her flesh. The slightly rough rasp of his tongue, the flickering flames of sensation that crashed through her womb, drew her body tight.

“Oh God. Kell. Kell.” Her head was swimming as his lips placed light, sucking kisses around her clit, over it, then down, drawing the swollen folds of her pussy between his lips and kissing them with heated fervor.

Lightning crashed inside her body, her mind. Brilliant pinpoints of light clashed and exploded behind her closed eyelids as she began to shake.

“Kell—so good. So good.”

He licked again, painting the entrance to the tormented channel with heated licks and fiery sensation. Dazed pleasure filled her, the world narrowed itself to nothing but Kell’s touch, to his mouth, his tongue. To the incredible sensations racing through her with a speed that had her gasping for breath.

She was racing toward something. Something she had only read about, only dreamed about. Something she had never believed she would experience.

Panting for breath, she tried to move her hips against his tongue, tried to reach the pinnacle of pleasure she could feel waiting for her. But Kell’s hands were firm now, demanding. They gripped her hips and held her in place, restraining her above him as he drove her rapidly insane with each kiss, each lick.

One hand clenched in his hair, the other in the back cushion of the couch, as she titled her head back, forcing her eyes open. He chose that moment to press his tongue inside her.

One hard thrust, a rapid lick and another thrust, and Emily was screaming. It was too much. Flames tore through her body as she felt something tear free in her soul. Sensation and emotion wrapped around her, strung her tight, then shot her rapidly through an ecstasy so intense, so violent, that every muscle in her body began to tremble in response.

It was so good. Too good. It brought tears to her eyes as her wailing cries echoed around her. And he didn’t stop. He licked and groaned against her flesh, continuing to consume the soft flow of her release as she wilted over him, too weak, too confused by the dazed pleasure, to hold herself up any longer.

“There, sweet sugar,” he crooned as he lifted her, supporting her weight as he rose, letting her slide down his chest as his arms wrapped around her.

Emily whimpered as she found herself lying back on the couch, Kell rising between her thighs as he ripped the remainder of her pants from her body.

“I’ll buy you more,” he promised as he tossed the scraps of material to the floor. “I need to see you. Naked and wild beneath me.”

His hands gripped the edge of her shirt, pulling it quickly from her body and sending it the way of the torn Capris as he stared down at her fiercely. His gaze seared her as his large, warm hands settled at her stomach, then smoothed up to the swollen mounds of her lace-covered breasts.

Disposing of her bra took only seconds. A flick of his fingers at the front clasp and he peeled it from the swollen, sensitive mounds with a growl of pleasure.

Callused fingers cupped the curves, weighed them, tormented them as his thumbs rasped over the painfully hard nipples.

Catching her breath was impossible. Emily had never felt such pleasure, had never known such intensity of sensation. It spasmed through her womb, exploded in her bloodstream, and left her helpless beneath the driving ache that invaded her system.

A grimace of hunger creased Kell’s expression. His green eyes were dark, emerald fire blazing in the depths as he gazed at her.

“So damned pretty,” he snarled.

He pushed his jeans lower on his hips, one hand gripping the shaft of his cock as he began to lower himself to her.

She couldn’t protest. She knew she should protest. She knew she should be screaming out at him to stop, to think, but it was so good. So hot and desperate and filled with the sound of “Hells Bells.”

They both froze.

Emily’s gaze jerked to the cell phone still hanging at the band of his jeans as a curse ripped past his lips.

“Hells Bells” echoed around them again as he jerked it from the holder and flipped it open.

“Senator. How can I help you?”

Emily stared back at Kell with a sense of horror. Her gaze went from the hard stalk of his erection poised only inches from her flesh then snapped back to his gaze. There was mocking amusement there, and wry acceptance.

She began to pull herself back together, sitting up on the couch as she fumbled for the shirt on the floor and then jerked it over her head.

She felt adrift. As though something had torn her from an unconscious tether and now she was fighting to recover her balance. Dragging herself from the couch, she pushed her fingers restlessly through her hair and watched him as he spoke to her father.

His voice was quiet, not so much as hint of his earlier passion shading it, as he rose from the couch, fixed his jeans, and discussed a party she was required to attend the next day.

She had no desire to attend another of the political functions her father had arranged and she especially had no desire to attend the party with Kell.

Not now. Not while her body was flushed and burning with need and he was talking to her father with a steady cool voice as he turned his back on her.

She shot him a glare as he moved across the room, picked his shirt up from the floor, and pulled it back on without a single interruption in his conversation.

He was too tall. Too broad. And his touch was too knowing. As though instinctively he had known her weakness, her need to explore and to touch. To be touched.

Her hands still tingled from that need. Her body burned for it. And she had no idea how to fight it.

She had known sexual desire in the past. Moments when she had considered throwing caution to the winds for a particular touch, but she had always managed to maintain her control and walk away. She hadn’t maintained control this time. She hadn’t been walking away, she had been gasping, begging for more. If it hadn’t been for her father’s ill-timed call, then she would be moaning beneath Kell’s possession now.

She bit her lip, glancing over at him beneath her lashes as he leaned against the counter and talked, his tone a low, rough rumble as his gaze tracked her every move.

Suddenly, she felt more restrained than ever. The walls were closing in on her, the air became too close, suffocating, filled with the scent of sex and her own regret.

Shaking her head fiercely at the thought, she turned and stalked back to her bedroom, slamming the door behind her in frustration before heading for the shower.

A cold shower.

She had to find her control. Somehow, it had been stripped away from her one slow touch at a time, one erotic discovery after another. And she had no idea how to recapture it. Or how to save her heart.

Because she knew Kell Krieger was stealing it. Stealing her heart and endangering her soul with each kiss, each touch. Letting him go would break her. And keeping him wasn’t an option.

Her father dreamed of such a match. And it was her greatest nightmare. A man who could imprison her with his love, with his fears for her. Who would sap all the dreams that filled her and leave her with nothing but regret.

Was that how it had happened with her mother? she wondered as she stepped into the shower. Had her father hemmed her in so tightly that nothing mattered but escape? Had she regretted it when she lay in the hospital dying from the injuries of her crash? Had she known? Had she regretted? Had she thought of the husband and child she was leaving behind and the horror her choice would bring to them?

Emily had sworn years ago that she wouldn’t let that happen to her. She wouldn’t be weak. She wouldn’t marry a man determined to control her. She wouldn’t give in to loving a strong man until she could learn how to stand firm against her father’s demands.

If a woman couldn’t stand up to her father, then how could she have any hope of standing up to a lover or a husband?

And would a woman ever have a chance of standing up against Lieutenant Kell Krieger? She had a feeling he would be the ultimate mountain to climb, as well as the most dangerous. The most challenging. And certainly the most tempting.

She was going to have to be very careful. He was becoming a weakness, and right now, Emily knew she couldn’t afford this particular weakness.
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KELL DISCONNECTED THE CALL WITH the senator and stared broodingly at the cell phone in his hand for long seconds. He had to give the man credit. His timing sucked. One more minute and the call would have been ignored for the sheer pleasure he would have found giving Emily her first passionate ride.

Or the sheer insanity of blowing his own head off. It was only after hearing the phone sing out its distinctive song that he had realized he hadn’t sheathed his raging hard-on in a condom.

Dumb. Stupid. And here he had assured her that he knew how to protect himself, if not her.

But it was also the most pleasure he swore he had ever known.

He should have been shaking in his boots at the thought of taking a virgin. Especially a virgin whose father was actively seeking a particular brand of husband for her. A virgin who eroded his common sense and self-preservation. The one who had been tempting his dreams for too many years. He should have felt the noose tightening around his neck the minute those hot lips of hers touched his flesh.

But there was something right about her touch. Something that called to him despite his misgivings. And he had a lot of misgivings, her father being one of his chief concerns.

Shaking his head, he flipped the phone open again, hit Reno’s speed dial and waited.

“I have five minutes,” Reno said quietly. “The senator has a meeting on the Hill and we’re escorting him.”

“Keeping you busy, is he?” Kell smirked.

“Watch it, Lieutenant, I could have Macey trade places with you and let you play the senator’s aide.”

Not in this lifetime. “No, thank you, Commander. I’ll get right to the point. This party we’re attending day after tomorrow. The senator didn’t mention Ian. I want him in place. If our mole is government and close enough to the Stantons to be worried about the senator’s investigation, then we could be walking into trouble.”

Reno was silent for long moments. “You’ll be followed by the Secret Service. I’ve gone over the agents’ files, they’re good men.”

“My gut is rocking here, Reno. I need Ian in place.”

He could feel that vague sense of danger moving in. It had begun to build the minute the senator began talking about the political party Emily was required to attend.

“You’ll have him.” Reno made the decision quickly. “Your dress blues will be waiting when you arrive at the senator’s town house tomorrow afternoon. I’ll arrange for Ian to have clearance on the flight in. We’ll leave one of the Secret Service agents in the condo Ian’s using to keep an eye on Miss Stanton’s home while you’re gone.”

Kell nodded at the shift in personnel. “We should arrive in D.C. by late afternoon according to the senator’s itinerary.”

“Clint will be waiting at the town house with the security layout of the mansion the party’s being held at and the route he’s laying in for the drive there.”

“Will you and Macey be in position?”

“Only as long as the senator is at the party,” Reno answered. “On another note, watch your ass. The senator is a little too pleased by something going on out there. If you’re playing tango with the senator’s daughter then he could make a very bad enemy when things go sour.”

“Any idea what he suspects?”

“None, but he got a phone call last night and the man’s smile was positively smug. When he finished, he pulled up your file and spent quite a few hours going through it. So watch your six, my friend.”

There could be few things worse than a former SEAL plotting another SEAL’s downfall by way of a wedding band. What concerned Kell was who would have called to assure the senator it was happening. Only one person had seen them together, seen them touching, and his investigation into her background had revealed nothing but a spoiled, bored little rich girl. Evidently the little rich girl was more than she allowed others to see.

“I’ll keep my eyes open—”

“And your jeans zipped,” Reno reminded him. “I know damned good and well what was going on after you saw that strip she did.”

“It was a lap dance.” Kell grimaced at the satisfaction in his own voice.

Reno snorted. “Make sure I get an invitation to the wedding. This would almost be worth watching.”

“In your dreams,” Kell growled. “I’m out of here now.”

“Watch your six, my friend,” Reno reminded him again. “I’ll be waiting when you show up in D.C.”

Kell disconnected the phone, his gaze lifting as Emily stepped out of the bedroom. Her hair was still damp, her face still free of makeup, and rather than another pair of Capris, she was wearing jeans, a T-shirt tucked into the low band, and a wide belt cinched tightly around her hips.

Her expression was mutinous, her body language assuring him he had offended her in the worst possible way. He was good at reading that particular message, he was just never real good at figuring out how he had managed to effect it.

“Father should cancel that party,” she announced as she stalked to the fridge and pulled out a bottle of water. “It’s a waste of time. An excuse for a bunch of highbrows to get dressed up and stand around drinking someone else’s champagne.”

“A thank-you for the political contributions and advice for the election that put your father in office,” Kell finished for her. “You’re his hostess. You’ve done the parties up until now, no one else can fill your place at this point.”

She didn’t need him to tell her that. Emily could feel the frustration raging through her body, the irritability that stemmed from the unquenched desires racing through her, the fear of the step she had nearly taken.

“Has he arranged my flight into D.C.?” she finally asked. “I hope he told you, because he certainly didn’t tell me.”

There was a big broad set of shoulders in the house, so her father didn’t bother to apprise her of any of the plans. Typical. Infuriating.

“We’ll leave in the morning for the naval base. We’ll be catching a Navy helicopter bound for Annapolis. Your father’s car will pick us up there, and drive us into the capital to his town house.”

“Then to the Dunmore Mansion the night of the party,” she finished for him. “I know how it works.”

The Dunmores were political allies of her father’s, and very influential within his political circle.

“Then you know you can’t get out of it.” He shrugged, his gaze moving over her again, pausing at her breasts, her thighs. “Why did you get dressed?”

Emily froze. She hadn’t expected him to be nearly so blunt regarding her lack of complete sanity earlier.

“Because I thought it best to accept my near escape while I had the chance.”

His eyes darkened with amusement as his lips quirked. Powerful arms crossed over his chest as he watched her intently, refusing to let her ignore the lust that filled his expression.

“ ‘Near escape.’ That’s an interesting way of putting it.”

“You weren’t even wearing a condom,” she ground out.

“I wasn’t wearing one when I had my cock buried to your throat either,” he reminded her. “That didn’t stop you.”

His response only fanned the flames of the anger brimming inside her. He was working her. Controlling her. She could feel it, just as she always felt her father doing it.

“That won’t get me pregnant either. What are you trying to do, Kell? Get into Daddy’s good graces by knocking me up and giving him the son-in-law he wants? Have you decided the Stanton money and power might be enough incentive?”

“I don’t need your daddy’s money, sweet pea,” he said with a smirk. The self-satisfied smile shouldn’t have made her heart race faster and it sure as hell shouldn’t make her remember what his kiss felt like. “And knocking you up isn’t exactly my game plan. Getting you hot and wet and full of me is all that matters at this point.”

She nearly gaped at him. Blinked.

“You dog!”

His eyes gleamed back at her, filled with laughter and lust as he lazily scratched his cheek.

“I’m not a dog,” he assured her. “I promise, not just any woman will do, Emily Paige. I’ve decided I’m gonna get in your pants before this mission is over. And I’m going to make damned sure I get in there hard enough and deep enough that you never forget I was there.”

Emily gasped. “You’re crazy.”

“It’s not the first time I’ve heard that accusation,” he assured her, his expression supremely confident.

She had to fight to keep from curling her fingers into a fist. To keep her foot on the floor instead of slamming it into his shin.

“You are a pain in the ass!” she snapped.

“Not yet.” He winked. “But give me time, sugar, and I’ll get there. But while you’re thinking about it, see if you can’t get your little bag packed for our trip tomorrow. And remember to pack light, those Navy helicopters we’re hitching a ride on don’t always have a lot of spare room.”

She was right, Kell admitted as he watched her expression turn from shock to amazement, he was insane. He should be running from this woman as hard and as fast as possible. Instead, he was standing here, staring down at her, watching the flames of anger simmer in her blue eyes as the temper he had been waiting for began to rise to the surface.

That red hair was hiding a hellion and he knew it. He shouldn’t be encouraging her—hellions could be dangerous—but damn if he wasn’t anticipating the fireworks.

“Do you know what I really, really hate about SEALs?” She suddenly snarled, eyes narrowing, a little quiver of anger working over her body.

Kell arched a brow mockingly. “We’re always right?”

“You are always so damned egotistical. You think you’re so right. So in control. You think the whole freakin’ world revolves around you, don’t you, Kell?”

“This one does,” he amended. He made certain of it. “It’s called training, sweet pea.”

He didn’t expect the flash of hurt in her eyes when he said that.

“Yes, it’s called training,” she bit out. “It’s called being free, Kell. It’s called being given control.”

“You want control, Emily?” He shook his head. “I don’t think it’s something you want. Because if you wanted it, you would have taken it years ago. Let me clue you in on SEALs, baby. We know how to read strength, but we also know how to read weakness. If your daddy controls you, then it’s only because it’s what you wanted. You want control? Then show him who the boss is. Be a woman who can back down a SEAL, sugar, and he’ll give you the respect you’re looking for.”

Emily stared back at him in shock. He had no idea what went on with her and her father.

“You do not understand—”

“I don’t have to understand, only you do.” He shook his head firmly. “You’re woman enough to stand up to any SEAL. Just because it’s not what your daddy wants doesn’t mean you can’t have it.”

She was ready to scream. She was ready to throw something at him. Where in God’s name had her father found the one man guaranteed to make her want to kill?

“I never imagined it did,” she snapped, a flush working from her neck and over her face, the dark pink color rising to her hairline and making an interesting contrast to her auburn hair, creating a fiery image as her eyes glittered a furious blue. He had never seen anything so gorgeous in his whole damned life.

“So, we going to make use of that bed or make use of the stove? I could be getting hungry.”

His gaze assured her that the hunger could go either way. Impossibly, she felt the anger sparking the desire as lust beat a hard-driving rhythm in her womb and anger surged through her head.

“We’re going to make use of your gun,” she choked out furiously. “One nice, neat little hole in the middle of your empty forehead.”

Kell sighed. “Let’s wait till after dinner. I’d hate to die on an empty stomach.”

“You think you know so much!” She had to fight to keep from screaming, to hold back the inner rage driving forward. “You think you have all the fucking answers, don’t you, Kell?”

“No, Emily, I don’t,” he answered forcefully, hating the pain he saw in her gaze now. “I don’t have all the answers. I only have what I see and what I learned from those dipshit bodyguards you’ve had in the past. Do you know what I see?”

She flinched. “I don’t care what you see.”

“I see a woman who loves too fiercely. One who is too aware of others’ pain and others’ heartache, and who doesn’t demand the same respect from those she loves. I see a woman who has remained a virgin, a virgin, Emily. An incredibly passionate woman dying to touch and be touched, and she’s doing without it so she won’t have to hurt her father. So she won’t have to explain to him that whoever she marries and whenever she marries is her own damned business, and not his.”

There was no censure in his tone; if there had been, she could have fought him. She could have railed back in turn.

“You’re wrong,” she whispered. “I’ve remained a virgin not because I didn’t want to fight him. Because I didn’t want others to pay for my fight with him. If you don’t believe me, give Charlie Benson a call. I have his number if you need it. He was an Annapolis graduate and my first boyfriend after I turned eighteen. When Daddy caught him sneaking out of my bedroom and I refused to marry him, Daddy destroyed a damned bright naval career. Daddy destroyed a man for my decision, Kell. And I won’t forget that. Maybe it’s something you should remember.”

There was no escape from here. She couldn’t stalk outside, she wasn’t about to spend the rest of the summer in her bedroom. That left facing him, fighting him.

But despite the humiliation she could still feel at remembering Charlie’s fate, Emily realized she enjoyed sparring with Kell. He didn’t raise his voice, he didn’t yell, he became forceful. And that forcefulness challenged something inside her, brought it to the fore and demanded that she challenge him in return.

“Benson was sneaking in to your bedroom, Emily.” Kell laughed. “You were barely days past your eighteenth birthday and he was already in his twenties. He deserved what he got.”

“Daddy had him kicked out of Annapolis.”

“He was messing with an officer’s daughter; he knew the risks.”

“See?” she yelled back. “You’re just like Dad. Charlie was young. He was being romantic.”

“He was being horny.” He crossed his arms over his chest arrogantly. “He was all dick and no brain. You deserved better.”

“And I guess you have a brain hiding in that head of yours?” she mocked in angry response.

“I’m not a kid,” he assured her, his green eyes filled with his own self-confidence. “The fact that I knew what to do when I got my head buried between your thighs should have assured you of that.”

“This is not about sex.” She pushed her fingers through her hair, gripped it and wondered if pulling the strands would pull the frustration out of her.

She was ready to scream. He was impossible.

“No, it’s about a hell of a lot more than sex. It’s about us, Emily, and your precious daddy has no dog in this race. You can tell him to keep his nose out of it or I will.”

“You wouldn’t!”

“He won’t catch me slipping out of your bedroom window. He pulls his normal stunts and he’ll catch me in your bed. You can deal with it before that happens, or after. Your choice. I’m an officer, sugar, and he’s not in the Navy any longer. He can’t touch me.”

“You are not getting in my bed!” she yelled. She couldn’t help it. He was outrageous. Demented.

“Sugar, one kiss.” He held up one finger. “Give me one kiss to prove otherwise. I’ll have you flat on your back and penetrated before you know it’s happened. Test that one out for size. Better yet.” His expression shifted, became hungry, sexual. “Try me on for size.”

Oh, my God! She lost her breath. She was certain she’d lost her womb too, because the miniexplosions that detonated inside it couldn’t have been good. And then there was the melting sensation in her vagina, the liquid heat and contracting pleasure that had her catching her breath.

“Not on your life. Sorry, Kell, but I crossed SEALs off my list years ago. I’ll just keeping looking if it’s all the same to you.”

She turned to stalk back to her last refuge, her only refuge, her bedroom.

And she almost made it. She was at the door when he caught her, pulling her around and pressing her against the wall as she stared up at him in surprise

Surprise, because his expression wasn’t playful anymore. It wasn’t filled with amusement and lust. It was pure lust. It was heavy-lidded, wicked, dark, and sensual lust.

“Struck them off your list did you, chère?” The Cajun accent was heavy now, flavored with sex and rich with hunger. “Then you best be putting this SEAL right at the top of the candidates, ’cause I promise you, my little vixen, this SEAL is gonna get that pretty cherry you been saving. And he’s going to relish every taste, every cry, every thrust. You can bank on it, eh.”

Emily stared back at him in shock. This wasn’t the cool, self-possessed, overly confident Kell Krieger she had come to know, though some was still there.

This was a wild man. This was a man who knew every flavor of sex and it showed in his expression, in the brilliant depths of his eyes. It echoed through her body, burning her with the memory of his lips on her pussy, his tongue thrusting and licking inside her.

She tried to breathe evenly. Tried to push back the response that surged inside her, as instinctive as breathing, as old as lust itself.

Her wrists were gripped in his hands, pressed against the wall, restraining her with the strength of the muscular arms behind them. His hips pressed into hers, his cock thick and hard beneath his jeans, his intent clear, just as he stated. He intended to have her.

“Not on a bet.” She almost winced at the breathless quality of her voice. It was smoky, sensual. A beckoning dare.

“We’ll see about that.” The accent dissipated, smoothing from his voice as the devil-may-care smile returned. “That, darlin’, we’ll just have to see about.”
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HE WAS LOSING HIMSELF TO her, Kell could feel it. He forced back the lust, the hunger that had no place in the mission he was on. He put distance between himself and the fiery woman who stole reason from his mind.

He was the one who retreated to his room, packing carefully for the trip to D.C. the next day. One small pack carried his weapons, extra ammo, and a change of casual clothes. Inside the pack, cushioned at the bottom in a waterproof bag, was an ID and credit cards in an alternate identity and enough cash to get him through most situations he might find himself in. Tucked in with it was a small case of tools that would get him into any locked door and several security systems.

He was prepared.

He packed the other weapons, his rifle, two backup revolvers, ammunition, and a dagger back into the larger duffel to store at Ian’s condo until their return.

There were more weapons stashed around Atlanta and outlying areas. Two safe houses, a bus stop safe. He was a man who’d learned the hard way to prepare for anything.

And for that reason alone he should have known better than to think he could walk into Emily’s life with nothing but lust. She was trouble with a capital T, and she was worming her way into his heart. Just as he had always sensed she would do. Hell, he had steered clear of her for the last five years for a reason, hadn’t he?

Or had he?

He hadn’t exactly stayed away. He had slipped in and out of her periphery, checking out her bodyguards, checking on her when he was in town. When he learned of her kidnapping he had just come off another assignment with a nasty little gunshot wound and more days without sleep than a man should be able to endure.

The minute he got the word, he had his pack in his hands and had talked his way onto a flight heading out to the carrier where Reno and his men were briefing for the rescue.

He had arrived just in time to join the team, pulling strings with the senator and Reno to get in position to protect Emily and the girls while the battle raged around the compound.

And by God, he had protected her. Even drugged, out of her head with arousal from the date rape drug pumped into her, she had fought. She had held the other two girls in the far corner of the shack, low to the ground, and watched him with hunger and hope.

And it was the memory of her eyes when she realized who he was that tormented him. Hope and hunger. The way she whispered his name. The way she fought to stay on her feet and to do whatever it took to aid in her rescue.

He couldn’t stop it. He wanted to stop it. He wanted to close her out of his head and his heart, eradicate the lust and need and return to being the man he had been before that night. Before he gazed into wild blue eyes and saw a need that echoed in his own soul. Before then, staying away from her hadn’t been hard. After that, he had found himself unable to stay away.

She was a woman dying to be free. Like a bird in a very pretty cage. One made of guilt-enforced bars and locked with the knowledge of a youthful indiscretion. That, and a father’s determination to see his daughter married to a man able to defend her.

Stanton might have gone about things the wrong way, and Kell had no doubt that was true, but he could see the senator’s love for his daughter. Just as he saw Emily’s love for her father.

It had been there fifteen years before when Richard had first brought him home for dinner. Only weeks after Tansy’s death. Richard Stanton and the detective Kell had worked for had been school friends and Navy buddies until the detective opted for civilian duty. One call and the then-Commander Stanton had come straight to Louisiana and picked up his charge.

That love between father and daughter had only grown.

What he also saw was the fact that Emily’s love for her father was so tainted with the past and her awareness of his pain in regards to her, that she drew back rather than fighting for what she wanted. And Richard took complete advantage of that.

That would have to stop. When he finally got his ring on Emily’s finger, it would be because she wanted it there, not because her father guilted her into it.

He froze at that thought. Hell, he was screwed for sure now and he knew it. He was going to marry the damned little vixen. He wasn’t a man prone to flights of fancy. Once it came to him, he went with it. Just as he knew that for once in his life he would be giving his grandparents what they dreamed of. A granddaughter-in-law that they approved of. And for years he had found the thought of that unacceptable.

He paced through the bedroom, into the small bathroom, and stared into the mirror at the man he had become. It was something he had avoided for years, staring himself in the eye. Because each time he had, he saw his own failure to protect those who had depended on him so long ago.

He had seen his own self-hatred. His fury. The useless blame he had placed on his parents’ and grandparents’ heads.

At one time, he had wondered if he could ever forgive them. If he could ever think of the family he had lost with something other than wrenching pain.

Tansy had been seven months pregnant when she had died. Their son had died in her womb. And Kell’s parents, his grandparents, hadn’t even come to their funeral. He had stood beside the coffin with the detective he had worked for and raged, virtually alone.

He had cried. On his knees, the last of his youth had drained out of him with the bitter tears he had shed.

He stared at himself now, and saw the man he had become. Reno swore he had never been sane. Kell took chances other men didn’t dare, even SEALs. And he saw the world differently in too many ways to be comfortable for others.

He was no longer the boy who had lost a dream. He was a man now. The emotion building inside him where Emily was concerned was a man’s love for a woman. A man who had finally accepted that no man or woman was completely safe and that too many took their safety for granted. Emily would be the woman who could stand by his side and aid in her own protection.

He was man enough to know he couldn’t continue with the loneliness that fed into his soul. He needed a home, love, a woman he could depend upon, one strong enough to understand the dangers she would always face.

And Emily was that woman.

He couldn’t have imagined wanting more than an affair a week ago.

But now, he wanted that and so much more.


 

 

 

 

Eleven

 

 

SHE COULD FALL IN LOVE with Kell Krieger.

Emily admitted it when she woke up to coffee and cinnamon rolls before the sun had risen the next morning. She was madder than hell at him, her sleep had been restless, her thoughts filled with their argument from the night before, but one thing had become firmly implanted in her mind.

Kell was worming his way into her heart. And he shouldn’t be. She should be as wary of him as she had been of every other man her father had sent her. She knew he was a SEAL. She knew he was dominating, in control, and had the type of personality that would make her bite her nails at any given time.

But he had been her fantasy for so long.

That, and he didn’t try to restrain her.

Not that she had actually tried to do anything that he could protest. Yet. But he hadn’t given the restlessness a chance to take hold of her either. He challenged her, confronted her, and he made her think.

He made her think about herself, her life, and a relationship between her and her father that she admitted was rapidly deteriorating.

He made her realize it was just as much her fault as it was her father’s.

The only question remaining now was, Could she survive without murdering the man in his sleep over time? The only way to answer that was to actually get in a bed with him.

The thought of that had the blood pumping through her body as she showered then drank that first cup of coffee of the day with him. And she realized she was comfortable.

“We’re meeting the Navy helicopter in a few hours.” He checked the watch on his wrist as he wrote something in the small notebook he carried.

He was left-handed, she realized. That shouldn’t have been sexy.

“And we’re flying to Annapolis before going to D.C.” She nodded.

“I want you to give me an extra change of clothes. Jeans, T-shirt, and a long-sleeved shirt as well as underthings. I want them packed in my emergency pack in case anything goes wrong.”

She stared at him in surprise as he continued to make notations.

“Why?”

His head lifted, his green eyes intent. Not cool, but focused.

“I just told you, in case anything goes wrong.”

“Are you expecting anything to go wrong?” She didn’t feel fear. His gaze didn’t allow for it.

“I always expect something to go wrong,” he told her before returning to the notepad. “It’s called preparation.”

“It’s just a party. What could go wrong?”

“Snipers. Assassins in hiding or posing as friends. A million things could go wrong, Emily. The key to surviving it is in being prepared for it.”

“Daddy said security was flush around the mansion,” she pointed out. “How could they get past James Dunmore’s guards? They’re good men.”

His head lifted again; this time his gaze was piercing.

“Do you know all those men personally? Well enough to know to the bottom of your soul that they won’t blink or take a bribe?”

“No,” she answered slowly.

“Then you don’t trust your security to them. You trust it to me.”

“And when you’re gone?” she asked mockingly. All her bodyguards left at some point.

“Then you use the example I’m giving you and the training you’ll receive from me.” His head was lowered, missing her look of surprise. “Always be prepared, Emily. Always question others’ arrangements for your safety and always, always, trust your instincts.” His head lifted again, his gaze probing, before he lowered it and made another note.

“Why are you willing to tell me this?”

She watched his lips quirk though his eyes didn’t lift again.

“Consider it my small contribution to your research.”

Her eyes narrowed at the answer.

“That’s not good enough.”

“It’s going to have to be.” He rose to his feet, snapped the notebook closed, then hauled her from the chair before she could do more than gasp.

She didn’t have time to struggle, even if she wanted to, before his arm latched around her hips, jerked her up against his erection, and his lips stole the kiss he so obviously wanted.

She melted. Why fight it? She had accepted the night before that she was going to end up in his bed. She was panting to get in his bed, dying for more of the pleasure she had only found in his arms.

She was in his arms now. Hers twined around his neck, her fingers threading into his hair as he did the same with one hand in hers before tugging her head back farther.

Whimpers left her throat as colorful bursts of sensation exploded behind her closed eyelids. The arm around her hips lifted her closer as he bent his knees enough to notch the hard ridge of his erection between her thighs. And she was lost from there.

His lips slanted over hers and her lips parted further for him. Her tongue stroked against his aggressively, not content to allow him to set the pace of this first acceptance, this preliminary introduction to the decision she had made late in the night.

He wasn’t tameable. He would probably end up walking away long before she was ready to consider letting him go. But for as long as she could hold him, he would be hers.

“Jesus, you taste good,” he growled as he nipped at her lips before pulling back to stare down at her.

“You taste better.” She licked her tongue over the lower curve of his lips, watching as his eyes flared and lust filled them.

“You would pick this morning to go all sweet and soft in my arms,” he griped, before releasing her with a sigh. “Grab your things, I’ll put our dishes in the sink. We have to head out of here.”

“We should take the Harley,” she suggested.

There could be advantages, she thought suddenly, to letting him into her bed. Her life could get more exciting.

“Not on your life.” He disabused her of that idea quickly. “We’ll take the Bronco. It’s secure.”

“Can’t outmaneuver the bad guys on your bike then? I understand.”

“No, I can’t outmaneuver bullets when I don’t know which direction they could come from,” he informed her. “The Harley is for times when it’s safe enough to forgo protection. You’re not there yet.”

Emily paused and stared back at him in surprise.

“I’m not going to argue with you, Emily. I always have a reason for saying no. Realize that now. Because the day could come when I won’t have time for explanations.” A grin tugged at his lips as she watched him closely.

“I’ll try to do that.” She finally nodded as she wondered who the hell Kell Krieger was, and why he was so different from the bodyguards her father usually managed to acquire.

“Do more than try. Find enough control to make it happen. I have to be able to trust you when things go from sugar to shit, darlin’. Let’s make an effort to ensure I have that trust if that time comes.”

She watched him closely then. Seeing more than the man she wanted to sleep with, seeing more than the hired muscle her father had brought in to protect her. She saw a man. She saw shadows in his eyes and realized how often she had caught the flash of hidden demons lurking beneath the surface.

What had made him a man strong enough to realize that she didn’t want to be patted on the head and put on a shelf?

“I’ll do that,” she finally answered. “I’ll make the effort.”

He nodded abruptly. “That’s all I ask. Now grab your gear and let’s get on the road. The pilot flying us into Annapolis has his own schedule that he can’t deviate from. So we need to accommodate him.”

She was already moving, heading to the bedroom for the large overnight bag she had packed with a change of clothing. While she was there she grabbed the other change of clothes he had requested before pulling her purse from the dresser and heading back into the living room.

He was waiting for her. He took the change of clothes, stuffed them into a plastic bag then secured it with waterproof tape before shoving it into the black pack he carried along with a regular-sized duffel bag.

“Your neighbor, Ian Richards, is riding in with us,” he announced as he led the way to the door.

“My neighbor Ian?” She stopped and stared at him in confusion. “The blond in the back condo? The one who likes to flash his hard abs at Kira? Let me guess. He’s your partner?”

“That’s the one.” His voice rasped with a hint of male displeasure. “You’re not supposed to notice my partner’s hard abs.”

“They were hard to miss.”

His eyes darkened, his brows lowering, as he deactivated the alarm and unlocked the door. He looked . . . jealous. Emily felt a surge of excitement at the prospect. She hadn’t anticipated that.

“So, was your partner Daddy’s idea too? And was it Daddy’s idea not to tell me he was there?”

“He’s additional protection, nothing more.” He shrugged.

Emily sighed. “At least he’s nice looking. If I have to have trained escorts it helps if they’re good eye candy.”

“Eye candy, huh?” he muttered as he motioned her out. “I’ll have to smash his face a little and fix that.”

Emily looked at the face in question, attached to the hard body dressed in jeans and a cotton shirt, and turned to smirk back at Kell.

“Shame on you,” she said, pitching her voice low enough that only he could hear. “I promise I won’t molest him. You don’t get the same promise.”

“Vixen,” he accused her roughly as he reset the alarm and closed the door as he stepped out. Locking it quickly, he turned back to her, let his hot gaze rake over her. “I might have to spank you for being so insolent.”

She grinned as she tucked the handle of her overnight bag over her shoulder and winked back at him suggestively.

“Spankings only make me worse.”

“That’s what I was hoping.” He grinned smugly. “That just makes it a hell of a lot more pleasurable to give it, sweetheart. Didn’t you know that?”

“Pervert.” She laughed, feeling something lighten inside her as she headed for the Bronco where the other SEAL waited.

“Wench.”

This was going to be fun.

But hours later, she wondered if it would be nearly as much fun as the flight from Atlanta to Annapolis had been. She had ridden in a Black Hawk. Not just any Black Hawk, but the newest model, which her father had informed her was supposed to be radically more efficient and militarily progressive.

She was still flying when they landed and the pilot gave her the thumbs-up.

“Ma’am, thank you for providing support.” He flashed her a bright smile as she sat in the copilot’s seat, and she had to keep herself from bouncing. “I’ll give you back to Lieutenant Krieger now.”

The door beside her opened, and Kell stared up at her with that almost hidden smile of his, his expression rueful as he gripped her waist and lifted her to the tarmac.

“Did you see me?” She squealed, bouncing, certain she was still flying as her hands gripped his shoulders and she laughed with a vibrance she hadn’t felt in years. “That is so incredibly cool, Kell. He even answered all my questions about the instruments and everything. Can you believe he let me sit there?”

She hugged him. She couldn’t help it. But his arms returned the embrace, strong, powerful arms that surrounded her with warmth and approval.

“I saw, little fly girl,” he said, laughing back. “Come on, the limo is waiting and Lieutenant Greary has places to go.”

He saluted the pilot before closing the copilot’s door and maneuvered her so that he and Ian seemed to surround her clear to the limo.

Ian moved into the front with the chauffer as Kell opened the back door and helped her in, staring around the Navy yard with narrowed eyes.

Getting into the limo, he closed the door, raised the partition between the driver and the back, and watched Emily with a hunger that immediately had her breath tightening in her chest.

She was exhilarated from the flight but the look in Kell’s eyes drove that excitement from her and replaced it with a sudden, overwhelming hunger nearly impossible to resist.

“We have approximately forty-five minutes before I have to explain to your father what you were doing in the cockpit of the Navy’s newest baby instead of the transport he ordered,” he growled. “I want payment before I take the asschewing that’s coming.”

As he spoke, he moved close to her, crowding her, forcing her to lie back on the leather seat as he came over her like a hungry predator determined to devour a meal.

And he was in a devouring mood. A hungry mood. His lips didn’t catch her lips first as she expected though. Instead, his teeth raked over her neck as he parted her thighs and pressed the thick bulge of his cock between them.

Her hips jerked as pleasure swamped her. Determined to keep her unruly hunger under control—after all, her father was waiting for her at the town house—her fingers dug into his hard biceps and she turned her head to the side.

But the pleasure only grew. His lips, teeth, and tongue built a fire that began to whip through her bloodstream. Rough velvet and heated sharp tingles resulted from the stinging kisses, until she was desperate to feel it at her lips. To consume him. To taste him.

“Oh God, Kell, I can’t stand that,” she whimpered as he locked his fingers in her hair and held her in place, his lips trailing from her neck to her collarbone as the fingers of his other hand tugged at the loose neckline of her summer top.

The light weave of the stretchy threads gave easily, revealing one swollen mound, and the lace of her sexy half bra.

“God, I love your breasts,” he rasped as his lips followed his fingers.

Emily would have shrieked with the incredible pleasure of his tongue swiping over her nipple if she’d had the breath. Instead, she gasped, going completely still beneath him to make sense of the incredible sensations whipping through her.

His tongue ringed her nipple slowly before licking over it. That made her hot. Incredibly hot. Then, his lips surrounded the peak, drew it into his mouth, and began to suck.

Her hips jerked from the powerful punch of pleasure that sang from her nipple to her womb. Her pussy drove into the hard ridge of his cock, then she paused to writhe. Not that she could help writhing. The pressure on her clit was incredible, almost enough. If she could just move into the right position, if she could just find the right rhythm—

“Here you go, sweetheart.” His hand clamped on her hip, and as his lips returned to her nipple, his hips began to move.

It was incredible. It was a shock of driving heat each time he thrust against her, but it was never enough. Her clit became a hard, swollen knot of sensation. Her nipples began to burn and she couldn’t touch him enough.

Tugging at the shirt he wore, she struggled to reach bare skin, then gave up and jerked at the neckline instead, dragging it aside so her lips could move to his neck. Once there, she proved what an apt pupil she could be.

She ate at his flesh, nibbled, and drew her tongue over the tough flesh throbbing with life before she let her teeth rake over the pounding vein. The caresses were instinctive. Because the firm, heated draw of his mouth on her nipple was too good, too good to think. She could only feel. And burn.

“Kell. It’s so good,” she moaned against his neck as he drew the material of her blouse back into place before revealing her other breast.

“Damned good,” he muttered against the flushed mound. “So good I should be shot for starting this here.”

Her head tipped back on a cry as his teeth raked over her nipple and his hands drew her shirt up, pushing the material past both breasts as he stared down at her with wicked, knowing eyes.

“Tell me what you want,” he groaned.

Her lips parted on a gasp. “What?”

“Where do you want my mouth? Tell me, Emily.”

“Tell you? I want your mouth everywhere, Kell,” she cried out fiercely. “I don’t care where you put it. Just put it someplace.”

She couldn’t get enough of his wild kisses, his caresses, or his cock rubbing between her thighs, his goal hampered by the jeans they both wore.

“Tell me where, Emily,” he commanded then, his voice darker with passion now. “Tell me what you want.”

What she wanted. Her tongue touched her lips as she tried to drag in enough air. She couldn’t seem to get enough oxygen to her brain. Just enough to clear the fog of hunger.

“I want you to take me,” she whispered.

His eyes flared as a grimace twisted his features.

“Not in a fucking limo,” he groaned. “Hell, I need more time than I have for that.”

His head dropped between her breasts, his lips moving between them, his tongue caressing her with little laps that had her holding his head to her, needing more.

“Kell?” She felt the loosening of her jeans, his fingers parting the material.

“I have to feel you.” His fingers slid inside. “Just for a minute.”

Callused flesh rasped over her, slid beneath the band of her panties, and before she could prepare herself, touched the naked folds of her pussy.

“God, I love your pretty naked pussy.” He nipped delicately at the side of her breast as she arched and cried out his name again.

His fingers slid through the heavily saturated flesh, sliding erotically around her clit as she arched and cried out breathlessly.

The shock of pleasure stole what breath remained in her lungs. Then his fingers slid lower, found the entrance to the desperately aching flesh below as his thumb found her clit again, and rocketing sensations began to explode along her nerve endings.

She could only hang on for the ride. His lips moved past her breasts, licking and kissing her stomach, her abdomen, then moving to the parted material of her jeans as his hand drove her insane.

She wanted to touch him, but she couldn’t pull her senses together enough to figure out how. She needed to scream, but she couldn’t drag enough air into her lungs.

All she could do was writhe beneath the fingers gently probing, pressing against the entrance and sending a shock of heat and pleasure exploding through her system.

When they slid inside, stretching her, filling the entrance, her womb spasmed with an impending orgasm.

“Kell.” She twisted beneath him desperately. “Oh God. More.”

“More,” he muttered against the flesh above her mound. “God yes, more. The scent of your pussy is making me crazy, Emily.”

He was jerking, tugging at her jeans, his thumb sliding from her clit only to be replaced by his suckling mouth and licking tongue.

Emily’s fingers locked in Kell’s hair. Her hips arched and as she felt his tongue moving slowly, too damned slowly, around her clit, she began to beg.

“I need to come, Kell.”

He lapped at her clit with a slow, long lick.

“Oh God. More. Harder.”

His lips puckered and he kissed it gently, almost pushing her over the edge.

“Please don’t tease—please.”

He licked around it, causing it to tighten further, to throb in need. The blood was racing through her veins now, perspiration slickening her body as she writhed beneath him. She was dying for more, reaching, pressing against his mouth as her hands tightened in his hair to drag him closer.

She wanted to be rid of the jeans. She wanted to be naked in his arms and covered by his weight. Instead, the denim material around her thighs held her in place as his mouth tormented her. Tortured her. As his fingers stroked, stretched the opening, and had her lifting, trying to force them deeper.

She needed them deeper. Agonizing hunger resonated from the depths of her pussy, tightening the muscles, spasming through them with a force that had her flying higher, faster, than she had in the Black Hawk.

“Kell, please,” she tried to scream his name. “Please. I’m dying—I need—more.”

The wail that left her throat was one of exquisite agony. Pleasure too sharp, too fierce to be endured. Yet she endured it. Ecstasy ruptured through her, piercing her bloodstream and burning through her body with a force that tightened her body and left her shuddering in the aftermath.
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ONCE HE GOT HIS DICK inside her, he was going to kill them both before he managed to satisfy the hunger clawing at his balls.

Kell fixed her clothes quickly, drew her into a sitting position, and breathed out a shaky breath as he moved into the opposite seat and stared back at her.

At least the panel between the driver and the seats was soundproof. Damn, that cry that had come from her had nearly had him coming in his jeans. Long, drawn out, aching with pleasure and need combined.

Looking through the windows, he quickly estimated how much time was left before they arrived at the house then ran his fingers through his hair, attempting to restore some kind of order to it as Emily pulled a comb from her purse and quickly straightened hers.

“Want me to do yours?” She flashed him a saucy grin as she held the comb out.

“Go for it.” He loved daring her.

The smile that curled her lips had his thighs tightening and his fingers digging into the seat beneath him as she moved across the short distance and straddled his legs before sitting on his lap.

“Brave girl,” he growled playfully. “It’s all I can do not to tear those jeans off you and show you just how tenuous my control is right now.”

“Hmm.” She drew the teeth of the comb through his hair, using her free hand to smooth over the strands as she worked. “Just imagine the surprise Daddy’s butler would get when he opened the door for us.”

Kell grimaced. He knew that butler. Seaman Rogers had been with the senator’s SEAL team at the time the senator had been wounded. Several years later Rogers had been taken captive. Before his team could rescue him both legs had been broken, several ribs cracked, and the fingers of one hand nearly pulverized.

Once he healed and took a discharge, Stanton had hired him. The other man had been with the senator ever since. Nearly twelve years now. His wife kept the town house ready for occupancy and both of them adored the senator and his daughter.

“There, you’re all nice and tidy. If it weren’t for that hickey on your neck, Daddy would never know I’d been molesting you in the limo.”

His gaze caught hers. There was a hint of fear in her eyes.

“I didn’t mean to do it,” she whispered as she moved back to her own seat and rubbed her hands nervously on her jeanclad thighs. “Maybe he won’t notice.”

“Probably not.” Bullshit. Kell knew that was the first thing her father would notice. “But that’s not as much a problem as the one on your neck. And I did mean to put it there.”

Her hand flew to her neck then she dug into her purse, pulled her mirror free, and stared at it in shock.

It wasn’t blatantly obvious. It was small, the slightest marring of her creamy flesh from the bite of his teeth. It would be gone within hours. But they didn’t have hours.

“We’re dead.” She swallowed tightly. “This is bad, Kell. Very bad.”

“Yep, we’ve broken several laws,” he agreed mockingly. “Look at it this way, at least he can’t tell I had my mouth buried in your pussy.”

“Stop trying to shock me.” She snapped the mirror closed and shoved it back into her purse. “What is your deal? Why are you so insistent that he know we have anything between us? This is insane.”

“Why would I want to hide it?” He crossed his arms over his chest and stared back at her thoughtfully.

Her head dropped back against the seat as she stared at the upholstered ceiling.

“We are so screwed. He’s going to demand you marry me, I’ll refuse, and he’ll have you demoted to ship’s barnacle remover or something.”

His lips twitched. “I hardly think so. He’s a senator, not an admiral.”

Her head lifted slowly. “You forget, my godfather is an admiral, Kell,” she whispered in horror. “And he’ll be at the town house.”

“Admiral Holloran.” He nodded. “Don’t worry, he likes my brash sense of humor.”

 

“YOU SHOULD REALLY BE MORE worried about this.”

“I’m not worried, Emily.” Because he had every intention of marrying her, just as soon as she came around to the fact that it was going to happen.

A man didn’t force a woman like Emily, he gently led her. Like the vixen she was, she’d dig her heels in and stubbornly refuse to breathe if someone were to try to make her do it.

There was no doubt that he and the senator, and most likely the admiral, would be having a hell of a conversation later though.

“I’m not marrying you!” she snapped. “I don’t know you. I don’t even know if I like you.”

“But you’ll go to bed with me?” He arched his brow mockingly.

The question had her pausing. “Well, I like you fine when you’re kissing me rather than playing games with me. Don’t think you have me fooled, Kell. Whatever your agenda is, I’ll figure it out. I always do.”

He had no doubt she wouldn’t.

“No agenda, sweet pea.” He smiled back at her, not bothering to hide the fact that he was amused by the predicament she found herself in.

Hell, she should have gotten her father in hand years ago. She had the ability to do it. And if she didn’t learn how now, then Kell was going to have to. Then he would have to soothe her ruffled feelings as well as the senator’s. And it would be a hell of a lot harder for him to soothe a senator’s ruffled feelings than it would be for her.

It was barely eleven in the morning when the limo pulled up in front of the town house. Ian and the driver were out first, flanking the door as Kell opened it and stepped out.

“We have a clear,” Ian murmured, touching the earwig communicator he wore.

Kell nodded then gripped Emily’s arm and helped her from the limo before moving behind her and following her up the steps to the senator’s brownstone town house.

The door opened immediately and Rogers’s tall, imposing form slid into view. He shielded Emily’s side as she whisked into the house, entering the large foyer and staring around with a sense of regret.

She had left here five years ago and moved to Atlanta to get away from the stifling atmosphere of her father’s over-protectiveness. Now, she was returning, and the smothering feeling that had driven her out was coming back with a vengeance.

“Emily.” Her father stepped from the study at the far end of the foyer, a smile creasing his face as he moved toward her. Behind him, Commodore Samuel Tiberian Holloran stepped into view, bringing a smile to Emily’s face.

Uncle Sam. He wasn’t really her uncle, but he was her godfather, her father’s best friend, and once an ally she could depend upon.

Behind her, Kell and Ian came to attention, only relaxing marginally when her father and the admiral returned their salutes.

“Hello, Daddy. I thought you weren’t staying here?” She stared around the foyer.

When her father wasn’t in semipermanent residence, then Fay didn’t come in from the little house they lived in behind the town house. But there she was, her white apron brilliant against the dark blue slacks and matching blouse she wore.

“I’m not, Emily,” he assured her. “But I thought you might need Fay’s assistance while you’re here.”

He gripped her shoulders firmly, planted a kiss on her brow then drew back with a frown, his gaze going to her neck before looking behind her.

“Say a word and I’ll walk out,” she informed him quietly, barely keeping her voice from shaking. “You start a fight in front of Uncle Sam and I’ll never forgive you.”

He gazed back down at her, his eyes narrowing as his lips tightened in anger.

She could feel the mark burning on her neck. It was a declaration. Even as she had checked it in the limo she had known what Kell intended it to be. A declaration of ownership. A male brand of possession.

“I mean it, Daddy.” She stared right back, feeling the dread that began to rise inside her. “I won’t have it.”

“Emily Paige, girl, you’re as pretty as a picture.” The admiral stopped beside her father, giving them both a stern look before he pulled Emily into his arms for a quick hug.

“And you’re as handsome as always, Uncle Sam.” She tried to smile back.

He cut quite a dashing figure for a man who had just celebrated his fifty-fifth birthday. He was trim, his hazel eyes as sharp as ever, though his dark brown hair was now completely gray.

“Of course I’m as handsome as always, unlike your old man here.” He jerked his thumb over his shoulder at her father. “I’m only getting better with age.”

Emily’s lips twitched before flattening at the look in her father’s eyes.

“Has my dress arrived?” She turned to Fay to ask the question.

“Everything arrived yesterday, Miss Emily,” she answered, her gaze taking in the look on her father’s face as well. “I put everything in your bedroom, and Lieutenant Krieger’s dress blues arrived as well. They’re in the room beside yours.”

Emily nodded sharply. “I need to call Wilma Dunmore and make certain everything is running smoothly. I’ll have to thank her for taking care of this for me.”

“Go ahead and do that, baby,” her father said, his voice tight. “I’ll talk to Krieger about the information we’ve gotten so far.”

She just bet that was what he wanted to talk to him about.

“Don’t cause me to leave, Daddy.” She didn’t bother to disguise the warning in her voice. “I don’t want to let you down this weekend, but I would.”

“Emily.” Kell stepped behind her, his hands settling on her shoulders in a move that she considered highly unwise. And to make matters worse he kissed the top of her head gently.

The commodore’s brows lifted to his hairline as he glanced back at her father.

“For a smart man, you’re starting to make me believe you have very little sense of self-preservation, Kell,” she snapped, stepping away from him. “If you’ll excuse me, I have things to take care of. If you want to be stupid, you can do it all on your own.”

Pulling away from him, she took her overnight bag and purse from the chauffer before heading to the stairs.

“Daddy.” She paused at the first step and stared back at him intently. “Do you love me?”

A frown darkened his brow. “Don’t pull that on me, Emily. It’s beneath you.”

“Do you love me, Daddy?”

“You know I do.” He glowered back at her.

“Then you won’t make any threats or demands, will you?”

His frown darkened. “I never make threats.”

“No demands or ultimatums, or the next time you try to put a bodyguard in my home, I’ll call the police. Are we clear?”

His jaw flexed in frustration. “We’re clear.”

“Good.” She nodded sharply, praying that the shaking in her knees couldn’t be seen. “I’ll take care of the party then. We’ll talk again before I leave.”

She heard his irritated grunt as she moved unhurriedly up the stairs. Reaching the landing, she stared back down at him for long seconds before walking to her bedroom, entering and closing the door behind her.

There, she breathed out roughly and pressed her hand tightly to her stomach. She was starting to think she might have been better off staying at home after all.

 

KELL RESTRAINED HIS SMILE AS the senator turned a dark look on him. The admiral’s lips were twitching, if he wasn’t mistaken, and his hazel eyes were alight with mirth.

“Lieutenant Krieger, consider yourself at home in this house.” The admiral nodded to Kell’s “at ease” stance.

“This is my home, Sam,” the senator growled. “You don’t have that authority.”

“I outrank you,” the admiral reminded him in amusement.

“My home!” the senator pushed out between clenched teeth.

Sam Holloran shook his head with a smirk. “Look at it this way.” He indicated Kell’s neck. “She can give better than she gets. Stop acting like a momma bear with a cub, Richard. She’s a woman, not a teenybopper.”

Richard’s face flushed as he glared back at Kell.

“I intend to marry her, Richard.” Kell kept his voice carefully low, but no less firm. It wouldn’t do for Emily to hear him.

Both men stared back at him in surprise now.

“You do?” the senator asked with wary hope. “Does she know that?”

“No. She doesn’t. And I’d prefer she didn’t know until the time’s right.”

There was no sense in keeping her father’s pride inflamed by holding back the information from him. She was still his daughter, and Kell could imagine how he would have felt if a man had dared to so blatantly touch his daughter without the benefit of an engagement or wedding band. Hell, come to think of it, Kell barely managed to restrain his wince. It would be hard to see such a mark on his daughter’s neck if she were married. If he had a daughter.

The senator and admiral exchanged concerned looks.

“Into my office.” Richard Stanton turned on his heel and led the way to the open office doors. “If we’re going to discuss this, then I’ll be damned if I want her to hear it. I didn’t like that look in her eye.” He muttered the last sentence with an edge of confusion. “That girl has never talked to me like that.”

“She’s growing up, Richard.” The admiral’s gaze was approving as he gave Kell a small nod.

“She’s learning bad habits,” the senator snapped back, before leveling a piercing look at Kell. “And I have a feeling it’s your fault.”

“I don’t doubt it a bit, Senator,” Kell agreed with no small amount of pride.

Hell yes, it was his fault. He didn’t want a woman too scared of her own shadow to survive while he was on a mission. Nor did he want a woman who couldn’t add a measure of common sense and precaution to her own defense.

Emily would always have resources to fall back on, but he wanted to be certain she could get to those friends if trouble arose and he was out of the country.

It wouldn’t be easy, working the senator to a place where he understood that his daughter was never going to allow them to wrap her in cotton batting and place her on a shelf.

He wanted her to be strong. He needed her to be strong. For his own sanity.

He stood silently now as Emily’s father closed the office doors carefully behind them, then turned to stare at Kell with narrow-eyed intent as the admiral walked to the wet bar on the other side of the room.

“You think you can make her marry you?” Stanton asked in disbelief.

“I won’t have to make her, Richard.”

The senator shook his head. “You obviously don’t know Emily well enough. I told you, you should have spent more time here at the house with us.”

Kell considered, for the briefest second, pulling his punches with the other man. But it was obvious the senator had no intentions of doing the same.

“No, Richard, it’s obvious you don’t know your daughter,” he said instead. “She’s not a timid little girl. If you don’t loosen the reins she’ll get herself killed trying to have her freedom and satisfy you as well. Give her what she needs and she’ll settle down. She’ll think about her safety rather than making certain you don’t catch her having a little fun.”

“A little fun?” The senator growled ominously. “You mean, the kind of fun that found her in a strip club, giving some strange man a lap dance?”

“I don’t consider myself that strange,” he said as he crossed his arms over his chest and let his comment sink in.

It didn’t take long.

“You were there?” Anger vibrated in the tone.

“I was getting the lap dance. And she was damned cautious for a woman who’d paid a nice little chunk of change out of a bank account that was also riding damned low from feeding your goons. She was careful. And the men who got their little bonus for keeping the area clear while she was in there made damned certain she wasn’t touched. She watches her back.”

“It was a lap dance,” the senator snarled.

“It was her business,” Kell reminded him. “Not yours. And I would think about this while you’re getting ready to see just how many pieces of my ass you can chew while we’re in here. I’m not Charlie Benson. And you don’t have the power to strip my rank or my position on my team. So don’t bother trying to find leverage there. When it comes to political clout, I won’t mind a bit pulling in what’s owed to me to protect Emily. From your enemies, or from you.”

He couldn’t blame the senator for the look of amazement that swiftly crossed his face before he could hide it. Richard knew exactly what kind of clout Kell could pull if he wanted to. Just as he knew Kell had never threatened to use that clout once in the fifteen years they had known each other. “Richard, you found one you can’t intimidate,” the admiral drawled from the bar where he was nursing a glass of whiskey. “Leave the boy alone. We have other, more important matters to discuss.”

Kell stared back at the admiral, seeing the flash of anger that glittered momentarily in his hazel eyes.

“Has something happened?” Kell’s gaze sliced to the senator before returning to the admiral.

“Our Fuentes contact sent another message. The order to kidnap Emily has gone out, but they sent an assassin rather than a kidnapper. He left the Fuentes base last night, heading here to D.C. We need to capture that assassin, Lieutenant Krieger.”

The implication of that statement nearly staggered Kell. He stared at the admiral, then turned to Stanton as his body tightened in fury.

They were endangering Emily by allowing this party to go forward and that just pissed him off.

“I wasn’t informed of this.”

He should have been told the moment they heard. Protection for Emily should have been increased. Hell, she should be placed in a undisclosed safe house until this was over.

“That was my fault, Lieutenant.” The admiral’s voice hardened. “We can’t allow the Fuentes mole to know we’re receiving this information. We have to carry on as is. You and Ian will protect her, along with the security we’re putting in place at the Dunmore mansion. There was no need to relay this information before you arrived and upset Emily further.”

Upset Emily further? Kell stared at the two men, and felt like shaking both of them furiously. Forget the fact that they were both superior officers; they were holding back pertinent information that could endanger her life.

“Sir, might I remind you that I am in charge of her security,” he gritted out. “This was information I should have had.”

“And you have it now.” Richard sighed. “The time delay wouldn’t have mattered one way or the other.”

“The party should have been canceled. It should be canceled now.”

“And if we cancel we won’t have a hope in hell of catching the kidnapper and/or assassin Fuentes is sending after my daughter,” Richard stated, fear flashing in his eyes then. “That’s my only child, Krieger. She’s my life. Do you think I like this any more than you do?”

“I don’t know, Senator, perhaps you thrive on the elements of danger. One thing is for damned sure. She needs to be out of D.C. now. She has no business being here.”

“And then she runs for the rest of her life?” Richard yelled back, the anger brewing inside him showing for the first time. “We have a time and place now. If we change our movements, Fuentes will change his. If we can catch the assassin then we have the chance of gaining the information we need on that damned spy that bargained with Fuentes for this hit. It’s our only chance.”

“So you keep me in the dark about the additional threat, and on top of that, you draw her straight into an assassin’s bullet?” Kell heard his own voice rising, felt the anger brewing inside him with a force he had never had to deal with before. “Are you forgetting, Senator, that her protection depends on my knowing even the tiniest hint of danger coming her way?”

“You have the information,” Stanton snarled in reply. “You have it in plenty of time for Durango Team to protect her. I do not take unnecessary risks with my daughter, Lieutenant.”

“That’s exactly what you’re doing, Richard,” Kell stated harshly. “Taking unnecessary risks. By not telling me the extent of the threat involved once she reached D.C. She will not be attending that party. Period.”

“Says who?”

Kell swung around to face Emily as she stepped into the office.

“Your voices carried.” She lifted her chin and her eyes glittered with defiance as she stepped into the room.

Her auburn hair gleamed beneath the overhead lights and her blue eyes glittered with challenge as she looked first at her father, then Kell.

“Emily, this doesn’t involve you, sweetheart.” Her father cleared his voice, giving her a smile normally reserved for an infant.

“Really?” Her brow arched, but the tone of voice had Kell wincing. He knew women. He knew that little drawl wasn’t a safe sound.

“Kell and I will take care of this, honey.”

“I don’t think so.” She turned her gaze to Kell. “Is this one of those times when I’m supposed to follow you without question?”

Her expression and her tone assured him that it better not be.

“I could hope.” But he doubted it.

“Keep hoping,” she suggested sarcastically before turning to her father. “And you can stop patronizing me anytime now. This isn’t one of your attempts to acquire a son-in-law. If I’m really in danger then you can tell me what the hell is going on. Because I won’t cooperate another second without it.”


 

 

 

 

Thirteen

 

 

EMILY WALKED AWAY FROM THE meeting with her father, Kell, and the admiral with a sense of unreality. For years she had done her best to maintain her relationship with her father in a way that would ease his mind.

She had pushed back her own needs, tried to confine them, continually telling herself that eventually, one day soon, he would see her as an adult rather than a child. That he would realize that the training he had given her as a teenager gave her an edge against his fears. That the self-defense training she had kept up had only sharpened those earlier skills.

She had let him have the illusion of protecting her while she hid her own needs and tried to still the hunger for them with the brief escapades that drove her bodyguards insane.

She had made a mistake. She saw that as she listened to her father and the man she called Uncle Sam explain what had been going on without her knowledge.

The extent of the threat from Fuentes, the danger she was in now that she was in D.C.

And he hadn’t intended to tell her. As she listened, asking questions here and there, and watched each man’s expression, she felt a sense of grief well up inside her.

This was how little her father knew or understood her. He had wanted to protect her. He didn’t want to worry her. He would have preferred she went into this blind and trusted the team brought in for security to make certain she wasn’t harmed.

She glanced at Kell, watching as he sat lazily in the chair he had taken, his green eyes never leaving her face. As though he were analyzing something, taking everything in to go over later.

He sat with his elbow on the arm of the chair, his finger brushing over his bottom lip thoughtfully. It was sensual, distracting. And she had a feeling it was deliberate.

“Kell will get all the particulars of the party tonight from his commanding officer,” her father finished, his gaze probing as he watched her.

“Then he better intend to include me in the meeting,” she informed him.

“Emily, this isn’t necessary, honey. I’ll take care of everything.” That soothing “daddy” tone was back. She wasn’t playing the game this time.

“I’m sure you will take care of everything.” She nodded as she rose to her feet and glanced back at the admiral and Kell as they rose as well. “But I’ll help you a little bit this time.” She smiled tightly. “Please inform Commander Chavez that I’m to be apprised of what’s going on, and when it’s going on. Until then, I need to let Fay know if you will be in for dinner with the rest of us.”

His gaze narrowed on her. “I’m not one of your students, Emily Paige,” he informed her broodingly as he rose from his seat as well. “Don’t talk to me like one.”

“Neither am I, Dad,” she said with careful composure. “And I’m tired of being treated like a child anyway. It stops here. And it stops now.”

She watched his eyes darken, watched the pain that filled them a second before he turned from her. It pierced her heart. For a moment, she was five again, seeing that look in his eyes seconds before he had to tell her her mother was gone, and his tears followed.

“We can discuss that later,” he said roughly, clearing his throat before he turned to Kell again. “I’ll be returning to the hotel in about an hour. Chavez, McIntyre, and Macey should be completing the security measures they are putting in place out back and through the rest of the house soon. They’ll be leaving with me, but I know your commander wanted to talk to you before he left.”

Kell nodded sharply, his gaze leaving her for only the second that was required.

“When you attend that meeting, you’ll make certain I’m with you of course,” she said with brittle politeness.

“No. I won’t. I’ll make certain you receive all the information you need though.”

Emily felt the anger surging closer to the surface now, frustration and impotent fury combining as she drew in a deep, hard breath.

“That isn’t acceptable.”

“It will have to be.” His gaze was penetrating, watchful. “The commander won’t have time for your questions, but you can ask me once I relay the information to you. There’s no reason for you to be there and it will only cut into what little time I’ll have to get my information.”

She pressed her lips together tightly. He had already proved his willingness to allow her to know what was going on. He wouldn’t hide the information from her.

Breathing out harshly, she nodded in reply before turning to her father. “Before I head home, we’re going to talk.”

“I don’t like that tone, Emily.

“Then I’m sorry, Dad. But right now, it’s the best I can do. And we will talk. We’ll talk or you can take your bodyguards and shove them clear to Timbuktu for all I care. Because there won’t be a single one leaving with me otherwise. I do know how to hire my own protection.”

“Does that include Lieutenant Krieger?” His voice was smooth, but she detected the edge of mockery in it, the knowledge that her relationship with Kell went far beyond that of other bodyguards.

Kell’s lips twitched as his eyes gleamed back at her. She had a feeling he’d be right behind her no matter what she decided.

“Kell is another case entirely,” she assured her father as she turned back to him. “But I don’t think you want to push that subject. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have things to do.”

She nodded to her father, turned, and forced herself to walk sedately to the door. She wanted to scream. She wanted to rage at him. She wanted to rage at herself.

It was her own fault it had come to this, and she knew it. She should have fought him sooner. She should have stood her ground years ago and made him face the fact that she couldn’t tolerate the control he wanted to place on her. That she needed adventure. She needed excitement. She needed to live, despite his fears.

And why did she have a feeling Kell wasn’t going to be as easygoing about this whole “working with her” thing as he pretended to be? She had heard his tone of voice when he demanded the party be canceled. It was rough, deep, filled with arrogant demand.

That lazy attitude hadn’t fooled her.

He was like a panther, watching, stalking, waiting. When he struck, it would be with devastating results.

She had already made up her mind that she wasn’t running. As she spoke to her father, listened to the reluctantly given information, she had begun making her own plans. Her own decisions. It would begin today. At the moment she stood outside the office and listened to her father’s and Kell’s raised voices, she had decided she was no longer allowing others to make decisions for her.

She was an adult, and she had been making decisions for herself for years. She could do it. She knew how. And she would let both men know, in no uncertain terms, that she would begin exercising her right to do just that.

More than hour later, Emily disconnected the call she had made to Wilma Dunmore. The other woman hadn’t seemed in the least put off by the fact that Emily was asking about the security around the mansion for the party. The number of security guards, the areas most heavily guarded, and the security weaknesses. Of course, Wilma Dunmore never took anything for granted. She was one of the few women Emily knew who could have run the country with little or no help.

Sitting down at her desk she made a quick sketch of the Dunmore mansion, drawing on her memories of it from the visits she had made there since she was a child, and added in the security details Wilma had given her.

As she worked, she saw several points that she outlined to discuss with the hostess later that evening. As she finished the last notes, the bedroom door opened and Kell stepped inside.

She could feel the anger pulsing from him in waves.

“I want you out of here.” His voice was dark, dangerous, as he closed the door behind him with a snap. “You don’t need to go to this party. You don’t fucking need to wave yourself at that assassin like a fresh piece of meat in front of a hungry dog.”

Emily leaned back in her chair as she stared at him, watching as he stalked toward her, his body tense as he scowled down at her furiously.

His gaze was predatory, his expression fierce. Before, she might have hesitated to argue with him. She knew this expression. The alpha-male look that said things were going to go his way or else.

In this case, it would be “or else.” Because she wasn’t backing down.

“What better way to draw him out?” she asked logically. At least, she hoped it was logical. “I can’t run forever, Kell, you know that as well as I do.”

“Running forever isn’t an option, just until we catch the bastard that put Fuentes onto you.” He plowed his fingers roughly through his hair. “Emily, be reasonable about this. There’s no way to ensure, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that you won’t be hurt. I can’t do that.” She saw the grimace that twisted his expression. “I can’t let you be hurt.”

“Why? I’m just a job, Kell. When it’s over, you’ll walk away to the next job, and then to the next job. You do your best—”

“Is that all you think this is?”

Before Emily could do more than gasp she found herself jerked from the desk chair. Kell’s hands were wrapped around her upper arms firmly, holding her upright as he glowered down at her.

“What else is it then?” Emily cried back, feeling her heart suddenly racing in her chest, a sensitivity clashing through her body that hadn’t been there before.

She could feel the force of his will whipping around her. It was in the fierce brightening of his eyes, the hint of Cajun accent in his tone, and the heavy sensuality that suddenly shaped his lips.

“Why don’t I show you what else it is, sugar.” His lips pulled back, revealing the line of his clenched teeth and the snarl of determination in his lips a second before his head lowered, those lips shaped themselves to hers, and his teeth parted to allow his tongue to plunge ruthlessly into her mouth.

Hard, desperate. There was no denying, no escaping, the hunger that suddenly ignited inside her.

This was a punch of emotion-fueled need, hunger, a driving quest to sate the greedy sensuality that rose between them each time their gazes met.

It had been building since that first look from across the garishly lit stage where she had stripped for him. That first look, his gaze even behind the dark glasses locking with hers and opening a part of her soul she hadn’t known existed.

Nothing had mattered but his touch, since that day. The stroke of his tongue against hers as he took the right to fuel her lusts and to sate them. The feel of his arms suddenly surrounding her, his fingers burrowing into her hair as hers slid into the cool, silky strands of his as well.

She needed this. She was starved for it. The buildup was destroying her senses, her control. The pleasure was sensory overload. How could one woman bear the tingles of erotic electricity racing through her veins and prickling over her nerve endings? It made her want to scream. Made her want to rub against every inch of him and feel more of it. Like a cat. Like a sex kitten, eager for more.

“Damn you! You steal my mind,” he growled, jerking his lips from hers only to move along her jaw to the delicate shell of her ear, then the sensitive nape of her neck.

“Let me steal it more,” she whimpered, pulling at his shirt, desperate to bare his flesh. “You’re not teasing me again, Kell. Not this time. You have to finish this.”

She was desperate to feel him over her, inside her. As her head turned, her lips seeking his, she couldn’t stop the mewling little cry of need that fell from her lips.

But it got results. It got his hands gripping the hem of her shirt to pull it over her breasts before he tore free of her kiss to jerk it over her head.

His shirt went next, courtesy of her hands gripping the edges and pulling, jerking, tearing the buttons free and leaving the material hanging on his broad chest.

“Fierce little vixen, eh?” It was a statement. The tone was an erotic thrill of desire that pierced her womb.

“Very fierce.” She panted, moving back as her fingers went to the snap of her jeans and she toed her sneakers from her feet. “Get naked, Kell. Now.”

Naked came quickly. He sat at the edge of the bed, watching as she released her jeans and began pushing them over her legs.

His boots were untied and jerked from his feet in seconds.

As her jeans passed the lace of her panties he was pushing his over his hips, disposing of them and his underwear and socks in one fell swoop.

Before her own jeans passed her ankles he was lifting her to him, bearing her to the bed and fighting her for the supremacy of being on top as their lips came together once again.

Short little cries fell from Emily’s lips as he used his larger, stronger body to hold her in place, sprawling between her thighs, his hands anchoring her wrists to the mattress as his lips ravished hers.

This wasn’t the previous, slow, determined seduction that Kell had employed each time he touched her. As though each touch had to be controlled, each kiss calculated.

There was nothing calculated here. This was pure male hunger.

“You’ll do as I say.” He suddenly tore his lips from hers, his voice ragged, determined. “Promise me, Emily. You’ll follow me. Swear it to me.”

Her head thrashed on the bed.

“I can’t lose you. Not you, Em,” he groaned then. “I can’t live through it again. Sweet baby. Don’t you leave me.”

Before she could question him, before she could do more than glimpse the pain burning in his eyes and feel it echoing in her heart, his lips were moving along her collarbone, then to the mounds of her breasts rising above the lace of her bra.

“Sweet ecstasy framed by silken lace,” he groaned as he leaned back to stare down at her, his gaze going to the hard points of her nipples beneath the lace. “Have I mentioned, darlin’, how much I love those pretty breasts, those sweet little nipples?”

“Kell—” She protested the pain raging in his expression.

“I look at you, and I see peace. A slice of heaven.” He released her wrists, his fingers moving between her breasts to the clip that held the lace cups secure.

His face was filled with hunger, and not just sexual. She could feel it. See it. A need that transcended sex and moved into the soul.

As the cups of her bra slid free of her flesh, his lashes drifted lower, the green of his eyes glittered behind thick black lashes.

“I need to love you,” he whispered then. “Soft candlelight. No danger. No worry. Just me and you.”

“You can have that—now.” Her breathing hitched as the backs of his fingers smoothed over one tight nipple. “I don’t need candles, Kell. I just need you.”

“I know why your father needs to protect you.” He bent to her again, his lips feathering above her nipple. “You touch everyone, Emily. You touch a father’s heart. A stranger’s loyalty, and the soul I never knew I had. You touch it, and you remind us of all the innocence we’ve lost in the world.”

Emily shook her head. “I’m not innocence, Kell. I’m just a woman.”

“Sweet innocence,” he said, denying her words. “So pure and bright. Like a living flame.” His head lifted, his gaze piercing hers with a sense of desperation she couldn’t describe. “Keep me warm, just like this, always.”

She had to touch him. Her hands lifted to his face, her thumbs moving over his lips as her fingers framed his cheeks. The feel of the rough, day-old growth of beard that had reappeared since he had shaved early that morning prickled her palms. His lips moved against her thumbs, kissing them, his tongue stroking over them.

“I’m here,” she whispered.

“Always be here, Emily.”

“For as long as you’ll let me.”

She would be with him forever, if he stayed. If he loved. As she loved.

She loved him. She had known it was coming. She had felt it building, but had tried to convince herself she could hold back.

There was no holding it back. It already had her by the heart and was moving slowly, irrevocably, into her soul.

The pain eased slowly from his eyes to be replaced by a fierce, untamed emotion. Untamed and unquenchable. She could see it, clear to his soul, as her breath caught.

“You’re mine,” he told her then, his voice strong, rough. “Mine, Emily.”

His hips moved between her thighs, the heavy length of his erection pressing against the thin panel of lace that covered her pussy.

“Yours,” she gasped. She had no argument with that. She would always belong to him. She would always need him, ache for him.

She had dreamed of him for years. A bad boy. Mocking. Rough. Strong and determined. Kell was that and more.

A thin, low cry came from her lips as his head descended once again, his lips covering a sensitive nipple and drawing it into his mouth as his hand moved to the elastic band of her panties.

As she arched, pushing her nipple deeper into the heated grip his lips had on it, she felt the band tear. The lace disintegrated beneath the tug he gave it. The other side was treated to the same determined effort, leaving her panties in shreds around her, but the heated length of his cock now slid against the slick folds of her pussy.

“Kell. Oh God. I don’t know if I can stand it.” The act of having her clothes torn from her body was nearly more than she could bear.

She was ready to come now. Just as she had been the day he had ripped the seam of the Capris to bury his lips between her thighs.

He was wicked and unpredictable. Sensual and sexual. He was heating her to the point that she could feel the flames whipping through her body and searing her nerve endings.

“Ahh, that’s more like it,” he drawled, his hips shifting, dragging his erection over the folds it was pressed against.

Emily moaned at the feeling of the hard, throbbing flesh against her clit, caressing it, stroking across it.

“God! The feel of you.” His head lifted from her breast, his eyes darkening as he shifted, drawing back to sit on his knees and stare down at her with raging need.

The need raged inside Emily as well. She had no idea how to control it, how to do anything but reach for him.

Her hands slid from his chest to his hard abs, her nails scraping against his flesh as she watched the muscles beneath it flex and ripple.

Lower, his cock pressed between her thighs, rising above her mound, the hard flesh glistening with her juices as a creamy bead of precum welled at the tip of the wide crest.

“Why are you waiting?” she asked breathlessly.

He was breathing harshly, his hands gripping her thighs, his fingers clenching and unclenching restlessly in her flesh.

“Condom.” The word was pushed between clenched teeth. “I didn’t bring a condom in with me.”

“At all?” Her lips parted in distress.

“In my room.” He breathed in slowly, carefully. “I left them in my bag. In my room. Your butler put my bag in my room.”

Condoms. God, she hated the thought of a condom, the thought of anything between his flesh and hers. But the thought of the consequences had her moving, searching.

She ignored his frustrated growl as she moved back, forcing his flesh from hers as she turned to her side and reached for the drawer at her bedside table.

Her hand fumbled as she felt his palm pat the cheek of her rear heavily. The little slap had her jerking, had stars exploding before her eyes before she could reach inside the drawer, scrambling for the little foil packs she had thrown in there on her last visit home. A girl needed to be prepared.

There. She gripped one, only to collapse against the bed as she felt his lips on her rear, where his hand had landed, smoothing over her skin as his tongue licked a fiery damp blaze across the flesh.

She lay on her side, one leg bent, the other stretched out on the mattress. His hand caressed up that leg, his fingers moving higher, to her thigh, then to the rich center of her body.

“The sweetest pussy in the world,” he whispered hoarsely as his fingers skimmed over the swollen flesh and his body shifted. “Give me that fucking condom, Emily, or we’re going to make more than a little love here.”

Her womb clenched at the sound of his voice. It was tighter, his accent thicker, and his cock was nudging at her as he lifted her thigh to allow the hardened flesh to part the wet folds of her pussy.

Shaking, she dug her head into the pillow at the feel of his cock pressing against her and forced her hand back, holding the foil pack out to him.

“I’m going to spank you for having condoms on hand. Remind me to do that.” He took it quickly, there was the sound of the packet ripping, and seconds later, she felt him moving, his erection retreating.

“I wanted to be a Girl Scout,” she moaned. “Always prepared.”

“That’s Boy Scouts,” he growled, pressing her thighs as she lay on her side.

“Like this.” He smoothed his hand down her flank. “I’m going to take you like this, Emily. You’ll feel me deeper, thicker. Like flames pleasuring you.”

He lifted her thigh, holding it against his own until he came down to her, covering her, his cock sliding against her as she felt his breath against her ear.

“Feel me, sugar,” he whispered at her ear as he began to press forward. “Feel me take you. All the way to your soul, Emily. Feel me take you.”

The fingers of one large hand laced themselves with her smaller one as she felt the penetration begin. She hadn’t expected it to be easy. She had expected pain. She hadn’t expected a lot of pleasure the first time.

But it was there. The heavy stretching sensation, a burning, pulling pleasure that stole her breath as he worked the crest of his erection in and out, opening her slowly.

She could feel his cock throbbing. The head was so thick, so heavy inside her, stretching the tender tissue as explosions of color ruptured behind her closed lashes.

She tried to move beneath him, to press closer. She wanted it done. She wanted to be full of him, possessed by him.

“Easy, little one,” he whispered roughly at her ear. “Slow and easy.”

Slow and easy? He wanted this slow and easy?

“You’ll kill me waiting,” she cried out breathlessly. “You’ve teased me to death, Kell. I can’t take more.”

She tightened her muscles on him, heard his ragged groan, and moaned in rising ecstasy.

She tightened again, trying to draw him deeper, to force him into taking her. Waiting wasn’t what she wanted.


 

 

 

 

Fourteen

 

 

KELL COULD FEEL THE SWEAT beading on his forehead, dampening his hair and shoulders and doing little to cool the fire raging in his body.

God, she was hot. Her pussy was melting around him, heating him, drawing him deeper inside, and searing his mind. He had never known this much pleasure with another woman. He had never felt the blinding heat that consumed him, the loss of control that had him shaking with the need to plunge forcibly into her.

She was so tight. The obstruction of her innocence was a slapping reminder that he could hurt her so easily.

But she was wild beneath him. Despite the position he had her in, on her side, as he braced himself above her, his cock penetrating her from behind as he bent her leg closer into her flexing stomach.

“Kell.” Her arm twined around his as he braced himself on the mattress beside her. “Please. Take me now.”

He was fighting to breathe, feeling her pussy like a snug, velvet fist around the sensitive head of his dick.

“So slick and wet.” He bent his head until it rested at her shoulder, his tongue lapping at the sweat-dampened flesh as he retreated once again.

“If you don’t fuck me I’m going to shoot you with your own gun,” she cried out harshly.

The words. Sweet mercy. The word “fuck” coming out of her mouth was more than he could bear. His hips bunched, his knees digging into the mattress as his teeth clamped over her shoulder, and he drove home.

Emily screamed. His name. Screamed for mercy and from the sheer electric rapture that drove up her spine and exploded in her head.

There was pain, but it blended with the pleasure, drawing her on a rack of such blinding sensation that she couldn’t make sense of it.

It went beyond pleasure. It went beyond anything she could have expected. The delicate muscles of her pussy clenched and rippled around him, stretched tight, exposing hidden nerve endings that rioted with the feel of his cock throbbing against them.

Kell’s teeth were still locked in her shoulder, another erotic sensation as his harsh breathing sounded behind her. He was holding himself still, frozen; the only motion from his body was the flexing of his abdomen at her hip, the throb of his cock buried inside her, and his harsh breathing.

He was huge inside her. Heavy. Hot. She shifted beneath him, trying to move, to add to the sensations rippling through her body. She was so close to orgasm that it was almost agonizing to wait.

“Stay still, chère,” he groaned then, the sound ripping from his throat. “Let yourself ease around me.”

Ease around him? He was huge inside her. A thick heavy weight penetrating tender tissue, each throb of the heated stalk a latent caress that only made her wilder.

His hips jerked against her, dragging a startled cry from her lips as explosions of light shattered in her head. Oh God, she could become addicted to this. To this pleasure. To the sensations bordering on pain, but so exquisitely intense that her body began to riot for more. Every nerve ending, every cell, every cry from her lips as she began to writhe beneath him was a demand, an imploring, as the hunger inside her began to grow to a frantic level.

“Sweet. Chère. Hold on.” He buried his head against her neck, his larger body restraining hers. “I’m too close, bebe.” His accent began to thicken, deepen.

“Now,” she whimpered. “Oh God, Kell. Now. Please. I need it. I need you.”

She tightened on him again, an abstract memory of something she had once read coming to the fore. She fought for the control to caress him as she had never caressed another man, and the results were staggering.

A harsh male groan tore from his throat as he began to move. His cock drew back then pushed forward in a long, slow thrust that dragged a wail from her lips.

She could feel every inch of him burrowing inside her. The thick crest parted hungry tissue. Heavy veins throbbed with heat and hunger. And as he slid to the hilt once again, his control seemed to shatter.

Emily fought to make sense of the sensations, but she found it was all she could do to make sense of breathing as he began to move.

He began to tear her mind from her body. His hand gripped her thigh, lifted it, exposing more of her as he began to thrust inside her. Plunging deep and hard, he began to move his hips in rhythm, with a power that stole any ability to think.

Her fingers dug into the mattress as he held her restrained beneath him. She should have fought the control, but the rising sensations building, burning, inside her were too intense. She could do nothing but feel. And the feelings were so intense, so shattering. His cock shafted inside her, almost bruising in its girth, searing in its pleasure.

Reality was a thing of the past. Danger was nonexistent. There was only this. Only the speeding sensations ripping through her nerve endings, the feel of his erection stretching her, filling her. Then the blinding, soul-shattering orgasm that ripped through her with the force of a cataclysmic event.

 

AH, SWEET HEAVEN. SHE WAS SO tight; her pussy clenched around his cock with a strength that stole his breath as her climax washed over her. Kell surged in deep and strong, paused, waiting, flexing inside her as he relished the heat and pleasure of her pussy flexing around him.

Holding back his own release was agonizing. He clenched his teeth, blinked back the sweat from his eyes, and forced himself to wait.

Just once more. He wanted to feel the tightening, rippling heat of her as she exploded around him just one more time.

As the grip eased, marginally, he began to move again. Her breathing was broken, his name a breathless litany on her lips that seemed to soothe something ragged inside him.

“I feel like I’m fucking a dream,” he groaned at her ear. “So snug and tight. So much pleasure, chère. So much pleasure, I’ll crave it. I’ll dream of it should I ever have to leave your bed.”

A thin wail left her lips as he began thrusting inside her again. Hard and deep. His hips setting up a powerful rhythm that he knew neither of them could deny for long.

He gripped her hip, holding her to the bed as he began to move harder, faster. His cock shuttling inside the sweetest, hottest pussy he could have ever imagined. Pleasure was like a fire burning inside him now, each stroke pushing the flames higher. The clench of her sweet flesh around him, the driving heat, her cries.

He felt it rising inside her. Her body began to tense as his hand slid between her thighs from the front, his fingers finding her swollen little clit and stroking, massaging, as his thrusts increased.

When she came, there was no stopping his own release. He swore she dragged his soul from his body, through the hard, jetting pulses of his semen into the condom.

He snarled at the reminder that he wasn’t filling her. That he wasn’t shooting everything he had so deep inside her that she would never forgot, never know a moment that she didn’t remember it.

That she didn’t know she belonged to him. That she wasn’t aware of his possession, his mark upon her.

His head dropped to her shoulder, his teeth gripping the muscle there, his mouth drawing on her, laying the only seal of ownership he had left.

She was his. He would die for her. He would die without her.

As he collapsed beside her, his breathing harsh, his own groan startled him as he eased his condom-sheathed cock from inside her.

Small, rippling little tremors shook her as he eased his arms around her and pulled her close to his chest. He would make her get up in a minute, drag them both to that monstrously big bathtub he had glimpsed in her bathroom.

She would be tender, sore, if he didn’t take care of her. It was her first time, she deserved to be spoiled, eased. To be cherished.

Twenty-five years old, and she was still innocent. It didn’t matter what reasons she gave for her innocence; he knew better. She had waited. Waited until the pleasure was too extreme to deny, until she found a man who could match her. One she could be wild with. One who she knew would allow her a measure of the freedom she searched for so desperately.

Once this was over, he would take her to a special practice range, where Durango Team trained in the summer. And he would teach her how to protect herself, how to watch his back, how to watch her own. How to keep herself safe until he could reach her if something happened while he was out of the country.

He would take her to the safe houses, teach her how to prepare herself in case she had to run. He would train her, ensure her safety as he fought to ensure his own. And he would pray.

Because God help him, he couldn’t lose her. He had waited. For too many years he had endured the loneliness that filled his soul until he found the woman who could ease the bleak shadows that filled it.

He was a man without a home, without a family. A man who had once known a warm hearth and a family’s love and then experienced a betrayal that had nearly destroyed his soul.

All those years ago, he had hidden Tansy and their unborn child for fear of what was coming. He had taken her to the hunting shack in the Bayou that his family had owned and he had left her there until he could find the detective he worked with and could secure a safer location.

He had left her alone, and only one person had known where she was. The person who had caught him slipping into the home he had once known to steal the key to the old boat that he needed to get to the shack.

His mother had stared at him with such hatred, with fury. But he had never for a moment believed she would betray him. That she would tell his enemies where they could find Tansy and her unborn grandchild.

His mother had betrayed him. And he had never forgiven her. Just as he had never forgiven the rest of his family for turning their backs on him.

He had lived with it endlessly. Daily. Until Emily.

Until her laughter, her sense of adventure, and her need for freedom touched his heart. Until her loyalty, her willingness to forgo that need, touched his soul.

She was a woman worth fighting for and a woman worth living for.

She was the dream he never believed could become reality.


 

 

 

 

Fifteen

 

 

THERE WAS SOMETHING MUCH TOO natural about waking up in Kell’s arms, Emily thought the next morning. He had wrapped around her like a human blanket, arms and legs encasing her, his chest a solid warmth at her back.

The blankets were on the floor, pushed there sometime during the night as she flowed over him, taking him again, crying out with the pleasure and the explosive releases that tore through her.

Yes, she thought with a smirk as she stared drowsily at the wall across from her. Releases. Not just two or three, but climactic pulses that seemed to merge, one into the other, until she had no breath left to cry out with the shattering ecstasy.

After that first time, he had immersed them in her large tub, the steamy water encasing them in liquid warmth as he just kissed her. Just held her.

There had been no demands, just his arms around her and a sense of belonging that she had refused to delve too deeply into.

“You scare me when you do that.” His sleep-roughened voice grumbled behind her.

“Do what?” She smiled. She couldn’t help it. There was something too sexy about his scratchy morning voice.

“Think.” His hand smoothed up the outside of her leg to her hip as his erection began to prod at her rear. “When you think, things get dangerous.”

“Baloney.” She turned, smiling up at him as that lazy quirk tugged at his kiss- and sleep-swollen lips. “I’m never dangerous.”

“You were thinking the night before you took that wimp Dyson to the strip club that first day,” he pointed out. “I thought he was going to have a coronary as he chased you in the back door.”

“You were there?” Her eyes narrowed on him.

“And the day you took him to the canine instruction academy. Emily, how the hell did you manage to convince him to dress in those pads and let those dogs attack him?”

Her lips twitched. “I was the one who was going to do it. But that made him come apart at the seams. So I told him if he did it, he could give me an accurate account and I would settle for that.”

He shook his head. “You’re a bad girl.”

“Does that mean you’ll spank me later?” She curled closer to his chest. “You could spank me now, just to teach me a lesson, you know.”

Green eyes darkened, became brighter, sexier before an edge of regret filled his gaze and he glanced at the clock on her bedside stand.

“I’ve been waiting for you to wake up for two hours now. I have a meeting with the other team members when they arrive in about half an hour. With your father.” But he considered her suggestion for a few seconds, before shaking his head and loosening his hold on her. “Come on, vixen. I’ll spank you later.”

“What were you doing while I was asleep?” She lay back on the bed, admiring the lean, muscular perfection that filled her gaze. Erection and all, he was a sight to behold.

Her gaze caressed over his buttocks as he pulled his jeans over them, not bothering to snap them as he tugged the zipper up.

“I was holding you.” His look was frankly possessive. “Watching you sleep.”

And he wasn’t in the least ashamed of it. What had Kira told her once? That men never cuddled. Once they had finished, they were finished.

The bitterness in her friend’s voice when she made the comment had clenched at Emily’s heart. Because she wanted the tenderness Kell had given her. She hadn’t known how much she needed it until he had given it.

The way he held her and bathed her. The fact that he had watched her sleep, that he had just held her.

“I like being held,” she whispered as she stared up at him. “I liked it very much.”

The quirk of a smile suddenly curled his lips and lit his eyes. He leaned across the bed, bracing his weight on his arms as his head lowered, his overnight growth of beard caressing her cheek before his lips settled against hers gently.

“Get up, sugar,” he drawled, gripping her arms and drawing her up with him. “You have a full day ahead of you and I have things to do to keep that pretty little butt of yours safe so I can spank it later.”

She wiggled said butt at him, shrieking as he made to slap at it before pulling back at the last second.

“Shower with me?” she suggested, casting a suggestive look over her shoulder as she moved to the bathroom.

He shook his head, drawing in a deep breath before grimacing in denial.

“Not a chance. Reno will skin me alive if I’m late for this meeting. Get your shower and I’ll come back for you when I’m done. I want to go down to breakfast with you.”

She paused. “You don’t think I’m safe here? In Dad’s house?”

“I feel better knowing you’re safe,” he stated firmly. “Let’s get through this, Emily. We’ll iron out rules later. Deal?”

“The rules are adding up fast, Krieger,” she informed him warningly. “I’m making a list, you know.”

“I’m sure you are, sweet.” He chuckled. “I have no doubt. Now shower. I’ll be back here in twenty minutes.”

“Make it forty.”

“Try thirty. I’m hungry. Someone used me hard last night and I need to restore my energy.”

“Yeah, someone might end up using you hard again tonight,” she suggested, her heart racing at the look of remembered pleasure in his expression.

He winked wickedly, picked up his boots and then left her bedroom. Before closing the door he turned the lock on the doorknob then pulled it firmly behind him.

She got the idea. Don’t open it for anyone but him.

A smile tugged at her lips as she went into the bathroom and adjusted the water for her shower. They would have to talk soon, she knew that. There were secrets Kell was holding back, she could see them in his eyes sometimes, she heard them in his voice. Whatever those secrets were, they were filled with pain.

As she stepped into the shower she thought again how little she knew about him. She didn’t know his past, barely knew his present, but he was becoming more important to her than people she had known her entire life.

She was falling in love with him. Hell, she was in love with him, and that part was scary. He owned a part of her, she admitted. A part of her she would never reclaim if he walked away from her.

Breathing in deeply, she promised herself she would savor every moment she had with him. She didn’t want to miss this for the world. This euphoria. The sense of someone knowing her and her body as well, if not better than, she did. The feeling that for the first time in her life, someone understood. Not so much understood her, but understood the need to live.

She needed to live. And she wanted to do it in Kell’s arms. But if he left her, if he walked away from her when this was over, then he had still given her a gift she knew no one else had given her. He had looked beyond the daddy’s girl, and seen the woman beneath.

An hour later, after breakfast with Emily, before turning her over to her father’s and the admiral’s care, Kell entered the small room set aside as a meeting place inside the mansion for Reno and his team.

“Hey, lover boy. Reno tells me there’s wedding invitations hitting the mail soon.” Clint McIntyre, Reno’s second in command, snickered as Kell walked in and closed the door behind him.

“In a few weeks or so. I’d like to get Fuentes out of the picture first,” Kell answered.

It was worth it to see their expressions. Reno, Clint, and Macey stared back at him in shock. Ian, as always, was harder to read, but he looked more thoughtful than surprised.

“Hell, another good SEAL bites the dust.” Macey sighed. “What’s with you yahoos? Are you contagious or something?” He looked from Reno to Clint to Kell.

“Could be, Macey. Better not get too close or you’ll be looking for your significant other next,” Ian’s dark, rough voice commented broodingly.

Macey snorted before turning back to the screen of his laptop. “Enough of that crap. Gather round, boys. As of oh four hundred, Judas made contact again. For one of Diego’s bastard skanks, he sure gets around on the Internet.”

“Not a nice way to talk about our contact, Macey,” Ian pointed out with an edge of amusement.

“Son of a bitch,” Macey growled. “I’d like to cut his balls off for not being a little more forthcoming.”

Kell moved around the table, staring over Macey’s shoulder at the e-mail that had come to the secured account Macey used.


Assassin and/or abductor moving in. Location, D.C. Terms are as follows. Senator and/or daughter. Contact sent to senator to resign has been ignored. Fuentes contact requires action. Beware. Once in D.C., contact will be informing tool of foolproof method of capturing or killing daughter. Kidnapping is highest possibility at this point to use as leverage. Watch your six while hobnobbing because others are watching it as well.



Kell narrowed his eyes. There was something about that e-mail.

“Sound familiar?” Macey asked them all, staring up at them.

“Watch your six,” Kell murmured. “Military term. Not unusual.”

“There’s something too familiar about this.” Macey shook his head as he went back to the screen. “I’ve been trying to track this SOB for years now. It’s damned strange. I can’t get a handle on him no matter how hard I try.”

“His information has always been factual,” Ian pointed out.

“Too damned factual. He knows too fucking much,” Macey growled. “The fact that he found this e-mail address to contact me at is the most worrisome.”

The e-mail address had been set up years before as an SOS account. They were a team, no matter what. If one of them was in trouble, then the others would come running.

“You’ll find him, Macey. Give it time,” Ian said with no small amount of amusement. “My question is why the contact or spy changed his demand that Fuentes murder the girl to kidnapping her instead.”

“Kidnapping will give him leverage, just as the e-mail suggests. If he kills her, he has no leverage. Nothing to bargain with.”

“Why does he want to bargain?” Kell asked then. “The original idea was to first make the senator pay for his interference by killing his daughter, then to kill Stanton. Why change in midstream?”

“Good ole Diego, I’d guess,” Macey bit out sarcastically. “That bastard delights in kidnapping, torture, and breaking men’s souls. Not to mention women’s. He wants to play.”

“Another of his games.” Kell’s jaw tightened in anger.

“Our main objective is keeping the senator and his daughter alive,” Reno said then. “Secondary objectives are catching Diego and/or his spy. I want that fucking spy. Bad. The son of a bitch has been betraying agents right and left in the past year. We lost two Homeland Security agents in California at the first of the year. One in D.C. and three more across the nation. Added to that are four agents outside the U.S.”

“He’s obviously someone in a position of trust within the government,” Clint stated. “Someone with access to our Defense Department and missions around the globe. He could be an elected official, or a private contractor.”

“He could be anyone,” Kell snarled.

“But he’ll be someone at this party tonight.” Macey grinned. “This line, ‘watch your six while hobnobbing because others are watching it as well.’ We’re partying tonight, my friends. Right?”

Kell stared at the electronic wizard with narrowed eyes. Macey should have been a linebacker for the Dallas Cowboys. He was tall, wide, and mean. Instead, his long, broad fingers moved over the keyboard of the laptop with the grace and ease of much smaller fingers.

“Here’s our guest list.” He pulled up the file the senator had supplied days before. “I have these names running through several programs at the moment. It will take time, but there’s a chance we could get a hit and a direction to go in.”

“Before the party?” Kell asked.

Macey grimaced. “Not hardly.”

Kell turned to Reno. “Give me Ian to back me up with Emily.”

Reno nodded slowly, though his gaze was piercing.

“Kell, is this getting too personal? Don’t risk her life because you have too much on the line here.”

Kell stared back at Reno coldly, feeling the hard edge of determination rising inside him.

“She’s mine,” he stated clearly. “Would anyone else protect Raven for you? Or Morganna for Clint?”

Raven, his wife, was also Clint’s sister. A black-haired little minx who drove her husband crazy more often than not. But she still wasn’t the handful of dynamite that Reno’s sister and Clint’s fiancée, Morganna, had turned out to be.

Both men grimaced at the question.

“Ian, keep an eye on his ass.” Reno sighed.

“I have it, Commander.” Ian leaned back against the wall, watching them all intently, his brown eyes somber, his brow lowered broodingly.

“The senator is arriving at the Dunmores’ later than his daughter,” Reno announced then. “He has a meeting on Capitol Hill before he can leave. That means you’ll be shy of backup other than the two Secret Service agents who will be assigned outside the mansion grounds. I’ll contact you as we head toward the Dunmore mansion. You’re still undercover. We’ve not changed the mission parameters on this. Not that I think you’ll have a problem with that.”

Kell let a grin tug at his lips as the others snickered. As his gaze met Ian’s, though, he noticed the somber acknowledgment in the other man’s gaze. There were few men who knew the full details of his past. Ian was one of those men.

The other man nodded slowly. A promise. A vow to help Kell protect what meant the most to him.

“The limo is taking Emily, Kell, and Ian to the party. We’ll be in the senator’s secured SUV when we arrive. Let’s keep this short and tight, men, and see if we can ID our spy and make this mission short, sweet, and without complications.” Reno’s gaze swept the room. “Any questions?”

They shook their heads in reply.

“Good. We’ll be heading out with the senator within the hour. I believe he currently has his daughter corralled in the office discussing her recent strip-joint venture and the chances of it happening again. Are we taking bets on who wins this one?”

Clint, Reno, Macey, and Ian put their money on the senator. A former SEAL. A man who had kept his daughter in line, one way or the other, for twenty-five years.

When all eyes turned to Kell he pulled his wallet from his jeans pocket, extracted the required twenty and handed it over to Macey. “My money’s on the lady,” he drawled. “You don’t tame a vixen, you just travel in her wake.”

 

EMILY STARED AROUND HER FATHER’S office. The pictures of her mother that sat in a place of honor on the mantel. The painting he had commissioned, just after Emily’s birth, of her and her mother hung across from his desk.

She looked like her mother, Emily thought. The same vibrant auburn hair, blue eyes, and inquisitive features. She had never paid much attention to it over the years. Her own looks rarely concerned her much. But as she stared at the portrait and waited for her father, she saw it now.

Her mother had been more delicate. Fine boned, slender, and graceful. Her hair was longer, hanging nearly to her waist, where Emily kept hers cut to her shoulders.

Her mother had loved parties. Emily preferred adventure. She wanted to go mountain climbing, skydiving, and playing war games in the mountains.

Her mother had lived for fashion. And Emily preferred jeans to silk, but she understood the need for the silk.

She hadn’t known her mother long enough, she thought. She hadn’t had a chance to hear her laughter often enough; she could barely remember the songs her father said her mother sang to her each night before bedtime.

“She loved you with all her heart,” her father said behind her as he came into the office. “She used to say you had the best parts of both of us. I’ve always agreed with her.”

“Weakness?” she asked as she turned to face him. “I hadn’t heard either of you were very weak, Dad.”

“Is that how you see it? The need to be careful? My need to protect you? That you’re weak to allow me to protect you?”

“To foist your candidates for a son-in-law on me? To tie me up with so many strings of guilt and love that half the time I didn’t know what living was?” she countered.

He grimaced at her questions.

“I made you a list of the cost of groceries, utilities, and boarding for your little boys during the past seven years.” She nodded to the paper he held in his hand. “I realize it’s pretty extensive and may require a few weeks to sort through, but the final amount is really rather low for the trouble I was forced to put up with. I’d appreciate being reimbursed.”

“Take it out of the interest that’s acquired on the account your mother and I set up for you,” he suggested.

“Sorry, Dad, that money’s being saved for a reason. It’s the nest egg I’m saving for any children I might one day have myself. Just cut me a check when you have time and send it to me.”

His eyes glittered with irritation then. “Why now? You’ve never said anything before.”

“Because you always deposited far more than I required. I don’t want more than you owe me, Dad. That’s what you’ve never understood. I want your respect. Your trust. Not your charity.”

“So you thought you’d earn my trust by traipsing through strip joints, bars, and dark alleys after that nonsensical research you harp about? I have yet to see a book, Emily Paige. All I do is hear about it.”

She breathed in carefully. She wasn’t going to argue with him. “Dad, cut the crap, and while you’re at it, just go ahead and cut my check so I can deposit it when I return home.”

A frown furrowed his wide forehead. “What crap?”

“The crap where you deliberately start a fight, I get upset and storm out of the office. You know, the crap where you ensure you win whatever fight we’re engaged in.” She crossed her arms over her breasts and stared back at him in determination. “It’s not happening this time.”

“Because you’re sleeping with Krieger? Tell me, are you at least going to marry him?” he snarled.

Her brow lifted. “Marriage hasn’t been discussed. Why are you so upset? Isn’t that the reason you keep sending your top picks to play bodyguard? Hoping one of them will end up in my bed?”

“With a wedding ring would have been nice,” he growled. “I should have known when he demanded to be added to your rescue team what the hell was going on. At least tell me he’s wearing a condom? The last thing I need is to see you knocked up and dead like the last girl he fell in love with.”

Knocked up and dead!

Emily stared back at her father for long, frozen moments, feeling something chill in her soul.

“What are you talking about?”

“He didn’t tell you about his first wife and child?” he asked her then, something undefined flashing in his eyes, something almost akin to regret.

“I never knew—” she whispered past numb lips.

“Then ask him about it,” he snapped. “And make sure you know what you’re doing—”

“Don’t you dare lecture me about him.” Emily felt her hand raise, her finger pointing back at her father imperiously, as rage began to seethe inside her. “You’ve been sending men to my bed for years. I finally decided to accept one of them, and you have to try to destroy it?”

“Potential husbands, girl,” he snapped back. “They knew better than to step within so much as a foot of your bed without an engagement ring. I didn’t send Krieger to you as a potential husband, he was protection. He came with the team.”

“And he’s the one I chose, instead of you handpicking him?” She sneered. “For God’s sake, where the hell do you get your nerve?”

“The same place he got his.” His chin lifted proudly. “The Navy.”

Emily snorted rudely at that. “For some reason, I don’t think so. Cut my damned check now. You’ve dropped your little bomb and you can head to your precious Capitol Hill and make whatever trouble you decide to make today. But your interference with my life is finished. Do you understand me?”

“Like hell.” His voice lowered. “Tell me, Emily, do you think he’s going to give you free rein? That he’s going to let you have all this freedom you crave? He lost his wife and child when he was working as a snitch with the police in New Orleans. He wasn’t even eighteen. Do you think he doesn’t remember every moment of it? Every fucking detail of their deaths? You think I try to wrap you up in cotton and protect you? Just wait until he gets his ring on your finger and a baby by you. He’ll never give you a moment’s peace.”

In the past, the dangerous lowering of his voice had always indicated that the last measure of his patience had been exhausted. Emily had always walked lightly in response to it, not really understanding what that dangerous undertone meant, but not wanting to find out either.

Now, she really didn’t give a damn.

“Do you understand me?” she screamed back then, feeling the tears edge into her eyes, the pain blooming in her chest as she ignored the revelations about her lover’s past. “Write the fucking check. And so help me God, you send another man to my home and I’ll have him arrested.”

He was the one staring back in shock then.

“Emily—” He stepped toward her, his gaze becoming wary. “This is getting out of hand.” He rubbed his hand over his face, his expression twisting with indecision then.

“I’ve never asked you for anything,” she said then, forcing the words past her lips, feeling the pain claw at her stomach.

Kell had been married before? He had lost a wife and a child and she hadn’t even known. She hadn’t wanted to know. She had deliberately kept her distance from him, holding him back even as she tempted the passion that was so much a part of him.

“You’ve never asked me for anything,” he agreed. “And maybe that’s been the problem. You don’t seem to need me at all.”

“Oh, I needed you,” she bit out. “When I tried to tell you I didn’t want to stop mountain climbing. That I wanted to train in the mountains again. When I tried to tell you I wanted to join the Navy. I needed you, Dad. You just refused to hear any of it.”

“It was too dangerous.” He shook his head with a sharp jerk. “You weren’t a child anymore. You wouldn’t see there were limits. You were always pushing for more, going higher.”

“Trying to live. Trying to be something other than daddy’s little girl?” she asked mockingly. “Forgive me, Father, maybe I should have just bowed to your wishes, married the first jerk you brought home and had all those grandbabies you wanted. Maybe I should have found a way to screw my life up worse than I did when I tried to compromise with you instead.”

He pushed his fingers through his hair, a grimace contorting his features as he tried to figure out how to deal with her.

“Don’t bother looking for an edge on this one, Senator Stanton,” she told him roughly. “I’ll tell you what. You keep your damned money. When this deal with Fuentes is over, we’ll call it even. And I’ll make damned certain I live my life then, and you can live yours.”

“You don’t mean that.” He caught her arm as she turned away from him to stalk to the door. “Emily. You wouldn’t just walk away from me like that.”

She stared at the portrait of her and her mother. Across from his desk, where he could see it. Where he could remember.

“Unlike you, Father, I don’t need to control everything and everyone in my life,” she said as she turned slowly back to him. “And I don’t want to ever face living solely in the past. I’m not your little girl anymore. I’m your adult child. Your daughter. If you could accept that, maybe you could get a life yourself.”

She pulled her arm from his grip, turned her back on the pain that flared in his eyes, and stalked to the doors. As she pulled one open she stared back at him.

“Don’t interfere with my life again. You won’t like the consequences.”

She stalked out, coming face-to-face with five hardened SEALs, whose expressions—except for one—were blank, watchful. The exception was a dark emerald green, rife with shadows and dark pain, as he watched her closely.

“I have things to do before the party tonight,” she said sharply. “I’ll meet you down here at precisely five o’clock. See if you can’t at least give me the time I need to get ready before we have to have our little blow-up, hmm? Because, honest to God, if I have to deal with another stubborn, intractable SEAL for one more minute, I might shoot one of you with your own gun.”

With that, she brushed past the five men, refusing to look back, refusing to let the tears that filled her eyes fall.

It was her own fault if she had gone to bed with a man she didn’t know. Her own fault if she had allowed her father to have the ammunition he needed to strike back at her.

Her father hated losing a fight with her. He always had. It was one of the reasons she rarely let a confrontation evolve between them, because she was always the one who came away from it hurt.
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AT PRECISELY FIVE O’CLOCK, KELL was waiting in the foyer, wearing his dress blues, and watching the stairs with a sense of unreality as Emily descended them.

She was a living flame. Incandescent, radiant. The long emerald gown should have been modest. On her, it was a statement of sensuality. Fragile silk cupped her full breasts before slender straps moved over her shoulders.

The high waist only hinted at her shapely body, but made it seem all the more desirable. Silk smoothed over her stomach and hips, then dropped in a fall of shimmering color to her feet, which were shod in matching heels that added at least three inches to her height.

A shimmering wrap trailed over one shoulder, flowing to the floor behind her as she moved down the stairs as regally as a queen.

Her auburn hair was upswept. Emeralds twinkled in the banked flames and artfully arranged curls, and her makeup gave her face an even more an exotic cast.

He could feel his cock thickening beneath his slacks. His heart raced in his chest.

She was the most beautiful creature alive.

Her blue eyes were shielded by her lashes, refusing to let him glimpse the emotions he knew must be raging inside her.

He had heard the argument from outside the office doors. He had heard the information her father had given her about his past. Information that even his commander hadn’t been fully aware of.

She knew so little, yet it was enough to send a prickle of dread down his spine. She knew just enough to demand more later.

Hell, how had this happened so quickly? It seemed from one moment to the next his life had changed. He had gone from existing to living.

The senator had been wrong on one count though. Emily would have her freedom. Kell couldn’t afford to try to hide her; to restrain her, in that direction lay madness. To begin with, she would never accept such a life with the man she loved. She would never love a man who tried to enforce it. For another, Kell would never be able to function knowing that his wife, possibly his children, would have no means of protection.

“Wilma Dunmore has done an excellent job putting this party together,” she commented as she stepped into the marble foyer. “I’ll need to spend a few minutes going over the details with her when we arrive, meeting with the caterers and so forth.” She checked her purse as she spoke. “I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t make the same mistake my father’s past bodyguards made and glower at everyone. It makes them uncomfortable.”

“Yes, ma’am. No glowering.” He nodded, restraining his smile.

She was ready for battle. He could see it in her, but even if he had been blind as a bat he would have felt it. It poured off her in waves.

The vixen was finding her claws and God help any man who tempted her to unsheathe them anytime soon.

“Why are you carrying that pack?” Her gaze went to the strap that dangled from his hand.

“Preparation’s everything, sugar.” He shrugged.

“Preparation. That reminds me.” She opened her slender evening purse again and pulled free a folded piece of paper. “I was talking to Wilma last night about the security she has in place for the party. I marked a few weak areas here.”

He accepted the paper slowly.

“What sort of weak areas?”

“I intend to discuss them with Wilma before the guests begin arriving,” she stated. “But I didn’t pinpoint the areas until I was looking at this earlier. There are several entrances and exits onto the grounds through a series of what were once deep gullies. James Dunmore’s father, Winchester, had cement tiles installed in them and had them covered over when I was a child. I used to play in them with the Dunmores’ children when I visited there.”

Kell stared at the sketched diagram she had put together. It was surprisingly well put together. It showed the mansion, the entrances and exits from the main house, and the location of the gullies.

“And these tunnels go into the house?” He frowned back at her.

“They lead to iron grates above the ground. They’re easily large enough for a man to access. I wanted to check with her about security around them. At one time, there were locked gates at the entrances to the tunnels, but several of them run to a streambed several miles from the house. They could have forgotten about them. They never seemed too concerned with them in the past because the grates were always bolted. But if someone knew what he was doing—”

“They could get through the iron grates and into the party.” Kell nodded slowly. “Don’t mention this to Mrs. Dunmore. Let me contact Reno from the limo and see how he wants to handle this. If Fuentes has a foolproof plan to get to you tonight, this could be part of it.”

Emily nodded. Kell had sent Ian into the study where she had gone to finish her calls earlier, to give her the information they’d gotten from the earlier e-mail.

She needed to trust him. Sending Ian to her rather than going himself had been a calculated risk.

“Those tunnels would be a perfect entry point. They’re wide enough for a man your size to shimmy through, and the iron grates covering the openings are slightly wider. Winchester Dunmore never considered them a threat to the grounds though, and James and Wilma weren’t living there at the time. They could have just been forgotten.”

“Let’s go then.” He extended his arm to her, staring down her at with a sense of possessiveness and pride. Damn, she was slick. The tiled gullies weren’t on the security schematics that the team had been given of the estate, which meant they had either been forgotten as she suggested or simply not mentioned for darker reasons.

“I won’t be able to stay in one place or keep you informed of every move I have to make.”

“I’m sure I can keep up with you, Emily.” He didn’t smile, he had a feeling she was hanging on to that redhead temper by an inch and he didn’t want to unleash it before this damned party. The last thing he needed was to allow her to go into this with her emotions more severely tested than they were already.

“We’re coming out.” He spoke into the transmitter at the collar of his uniform, testing the reception and the earwig connected with Ian’s.

“All clear,” Ian responded. “Proceed to the limo.”

The butler gave them a concerned glance as he opened the door cautiously.

“Be careful, Miss Emily,” he said softly as they neared him.

“I’m very well protected, Denny,” she promised the other man as they moved toward the door. “We’ll see you tonight.”

Kell kept his gaze moving on the area outside, aware that Ian was doing the same until they had Emily safely ensconced in the limo. Ian closed the door behind Kell then moved to the front seat of the limo with the Secret Service agent assigned as chauffer.

Kell hit the button that slid the back window closed as he stared across the seat at Emily. Once they were enfolded in the intimate confines of the darkened area, he pulled his pack forward.

“I have a weapon I want you to wear.” He pulled the Velcroed holster and leg strap from inside the pack as Emily began to lift the skirt of her dress.

Silk and taffeta whispered over her legs as his gaze was drawn to them. Black stockings encased her legs, each delectable inch revealed until the skirt edged over a slender leather strap that held a Beretta Bobcat snugly against her inner thigh.

His cock jerked and became so engorged he had to grit his teeth to hold back the growl that wanted to rumble in his chest. Like an animal. Wild with the need to mate.

The sight of that gun, its walnut grip gleaming in the light of the interior, held so intimately against her flesh, was like a punch to his gut. It should have flashed a warning to his overexcited brain; instead, all he could see were black silk stockings, pale silky flesh, and a woman’s confidence in herself.

“Do you like it?” She ran her fingers over the weapon caressingly, the pale peach nailtips scraping lightly over the thin leather holster.

“Too much.” He had to clear his throat to speak.

“Then you should really like this.” The skirt dipped over the gun, rose above her other thigh, and he had to clench his fists to keep from touching her. Strapped to the opposite thigh, just a shade higher than the gun, was a small knife, carefully sheathed but definitely there, the hilt rounded and pointing to territory Kell hadn’t explored nearly enough the night before.

He hadn’t even known she was wearing the weapons. The location of the strapped holsters allowed her to move freely while not giving any of the telltale signs that she was loaded and damned dangerous.

“Does your father know about those?” He had to force himself to breathe against through the lust whipping through his veins.

Thankfully, the skirt and taffeta underskirt flipped back over her legs quickly, shimmering and pooling at her feet with a whisper of sound.

“What do you think?” Her look was derisive.

Kell pursed his lips and breathed out roughly. “Damned good thing. One stroke tonight is enough.”

He could feel the sweat popping out on his forehead, the eager, greedy throb of his dick, and wondered how the hell he was going to make it through that party without finding a dark corner to fuck her in.

That was the best protection, he thought savagely. Cover her body with his own and keep her penetrated. She kept him so damned tense and hard that bullets would bounce off his body like fucking Superman.

By time they reached the Dunmore mansion, he was in control again. Not that Emily helped much. She watched him intently during the drive, her gaze shadowed by her lashes, her expression thoughtful.

They would have to talk soon, he knew, and he would have to explain Tansy to her. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to explain his past, so much as the fact that his own actions still shamed him.

He hadn’t protected his wife and child. Why would Emily believe he could protect her?

As the limo pulled up to the curving cement steps of the mansion and stopped, Kell pushed back lust, pain, and the growing possessiveness he felt toward Emily. He stepped from the limo, looking around carefully before handing her out.

The driveway was still clear, the party, scheduled for several hours later, hadn’t yet begun.

 

“EMILY.” WILMA DUNMORE MOVED GRACEFULLY from the open double doors, her lined face creasing into a smile of affection as he escorted Emily up to her. “And who are your young men this time?” Her brown eyes twinkled with interest as she stared at Kell and Ian then glanced back to Emily.

“Wilma, may I present my escort for the evening, Lieutenant Kell Krieger. And behind him, my bodyguard for the evening, Lieutenant Ian Richards.”

Wilma grimaced at the word “bodyguard.”

“Is your father still foisting those bodyguards on you?” She rolled her eyes at the thought. “He isn’t getting any better with age, is he?”

“No, Wilma, he is not.” Her smile was tight. “But we endure what we must.”

Wilma laughed at that. At sixty-eight, she had learned long before that men will do whatever it took to have their way, Emily thought. Her own husband was a dominating force within the international banking business, and paranoid enough that Wilma had bodyguards more often than not.

“Come in. Come in. I’ll get you some refreshments and we can go over the plans for the evening. I’ve kept everything simple, as you asked. I can’t tell you how pleased I was that you asked for my help on this, my dear. I do so love throwing these parties.”

And that was why Emily had turned to her for help. Wilma loved the whole process, whereas Emily had learned to tolerate it.

She glanced at Kell as they followed the spritely older lady through the house. He wasn’t acting like a bodyguard. Ian was taking care of that for him. He was acting interested, just bored enough to prove he was a man, but infinitely polite as Wilma drew them into the ballroom where the guests would be escorted.

The Dunmore ballroom was huge. Chandeliers dripping with crystal hung from the high ceiling. It was large enough to hold hundreds of guests, and even more with the doors to the gardens thrown open as they were now.

The band was positioned just outside the open glass doors at one end of the ballroom. The cool evening air wafted through the cavernous room as it seemed to echo with the anticipation that put a bounce in Wilma’s step.

The older woman had already dressed in her party finery. The lace and silk swished as she walked, her still slender figure exuding grace and pride.

Wilma familiarized Emily with the setup with precise details. As they were going over the last of the plans, guests began to arrive and the band started setting up.

Kell’s expression hadn’t changed, but Emily felt the watchful tension grow in him as the ballroom began to fill up, the caterers and waiters began moving into place. By eight o’clock the party was in full swing.

Silk suits, officer’s uniforms, and a variety of ball gowns milled about the room. Champagne was flowing freely and the large marble patio was beginning to fill up with couples moving in time to the music.

Her father still hadn’t arrived, and Emily was beginning to feel the effects of smiling at people she either didn’t know, or knew too well to like.

That was one of the reasons she hated these events. She knew the backstabbers and the hangers-on and they drove her insane.

As her gaze swept over the crowd from one of the small gatherings she stood at, Emily felt a real smile begin to shape her lips as she watched a familiar form enter the ballroom.

“What is she doing here?” Kell leaned forward to ask curiously.

“Her uncle is Jason Maclane, the head of a multinational legal firm. She attends some of the parties at his request, gathers gossip, and relays it back. In exchange, he keeps her in the style she likes to be accustommed to,” Emily answered. “Kira is nothing if not practical when it comes to acquiring her bling.”

“Emily. Baby. This party is bursting at its seams.” Kira smiled as she kissed her cheek gracefully then drew back. “And that bruiser behind you looks as good as ever.”

The bruiser in question was watching Kira thoughtfully, his deep green eyes intent and considering.

Dressed in a figure-hugging black sheath that fell to the floor and displayed a provocative amount of breast, Kira looked fantastic. Her black hair flowed down her back in rich curls and gleamed with a raven’s-wing sheen Emily had always envied, and her gray eyes sparkled with laughter.

“The bruiser thanks you,” Kell commented wryly as his hand cupped Emily’s hip and drew her back against him.

He had been doing that all evening. Little touches. Soft looks. Heated looks. And more than once, purely hot, sexy looks. But he always remained circumspect in how he touched her or held her against him.

“I see our brooding neighbor Ian Richards is here as well.” Kira scanned the ballroom, her gaze moving quickly to where Ian stood against the far wall. “That man was not meant to be a wallflower, Emily. In no way, shape, or form.”

Emily winced. She knew that tone. Kira was interested.

“He just has the darkest, brooding sensuality.” Kira sighed, turning back to Emily with a secretive little smile. “Don’t you think so?”

He looked damned dangerous. Like a man she wouldn’t have approached for a million bucks.

“She thinks he’s ugly as a mud stick,” Kell drawled in amusement. “She doesn’t see any man other than me.”

His tone was teasing but Emily felt a small start of surprise. He sounded like a “real” lover. Like a man who intended to stick around for a while. A man who was invested in a relationship. Like a man whose heart belonged to her rather than a woman and a child he had lost years before.

“You’re cute, but not that cute,” Kira informed him with a flirtatious wrinkle of her nose. “Now, if you two will excuse me, I’m going to grab a glass of champagne and see if I can convince that tough hard, body to join me on the dance floor.”

“Better find the whiskey if you’re going to tempt him into anything.” Kell chuckled. “Ian doesn’t do champagne very often.”

Kira waggled her brows, then with a little wave of her fingers she headed across the ballroom.

“Tell me, does she have a chance?” Emily asked thoughtfully as she glanced at Ian. He was watching Kira, his brows lowered, his expression forbidding.

“At what? Sex or love?” Kell asked thoughtfully. “Sex, yes. Love, I sincerely doubt it.”

“I doubt she’s looking for love.” Emily sighed as she turned back to him. “What are you looking for, Kell?”

She wished she could take back her words. Wished she could erase the need to know.

His lips tilted in a lazy grin as his eyes gleamed with a hidden knowledge, an unvoiced emotion. “What I have in my arms, Em. What else?”

What else indeed.

She opened her lips to speak, knowing that the words would betray her own hurt, her own longing.

“Emily. Sweetheart?”

The male voice had her turning in Kell’s arms, her gaze widening at the sight of the man standing before her.

He was taller than she remembered. Definitely better built and more mature.

“Charlie.” She laughed in delight, feeling his arms wrap around her in a quick brief hug before she pulled back and felt Kell’s hand tightening warningly at her hip.

“Charlie, this is Kell Krieger, a friend of mine. Kell, this is Charlie Benson.”

Kell didn’t look pleased.

Tall, with closely cropped brown hair and laughing brown eyes, Charlie had definitely matured. The silk evening suit he wore stretched across his lean, wiry shoulders, and though he hadn’t exactly filled out, he had definitely hardened.

“It’s good to see you, Emily,” Charlie said softly, his lips still holding his smile despite the glower Kell directed at him. “I was hoping you would be here.”

“Your name wasn’t on the guest list.” She shook her head in surprise. “How did you get in?”

“Dad pulled a few strings at the last minute so I could surprise you.” He pushed his hands into his slacks and stared back at her in approval. “You’re looking good. Damned good.”

Emily could feel Kell tensing behind her.

“Kell, Charlie and his father work in data processing and intelligence at the Pentagon.”

“It’s good to meet you, Benson,” Kell answered, extending his palm toward Charlie.

Charlie took it warily, wincing only slightly before Kell released him. His look when he glanced back at Emily was wry. “Navy SEAL, huh? Did your dad finally talk you into one of his candidates?”

“Not hardly, Charlie.” She kept her smile light, but she could feel Kell growing tenser by the second. “Dad just wishes I would become so cooperative. Kell was my choice.”

“She’s a gift, Krieger, I hope you realize that,” Charlie said then, his tone warning. “If you don’t, there are those of us waiting to snag her on the rebound.”

Emily could feel the blush covering her face then.

“She has to rebound first,” Kell growled. “If you’ll excuse us now, she’s promised me this dance.”

Emily hid her smile as Kell led her away, though she did look back long enough to wave back at Charlie. His expression was faintly regretful, with a gleam of longing in his eyes that pricked at her conscience.

She had kept up with him over the years, but this was the first time she had run into him at a party.

“Your taste in men is lousy,” Kell remarked as he pulled her into his arms once they reached the patio.

Emily restrained another smile. “I picked you.”

“Only under duress,” he grunted. “I thought Wilma Dunmore stated earlier that there were no surprise guests?”

“There are always surprise guests.” Emily moved against him, her head resting on his chest as he led her around the dance floor.

His arms were warm and strong around her, creating an impression of security, of peace. She hadn’t had that before, had never known how calming it could be.

“We need to leave soon,” he whispered against her ear then. “I don’t want to stay too long and give anyone a chance to catch either of us off guard.”

She felt his erection against her hip, the heat of his body swaying with hers, and let her fingers caress his chest where her hand lay over his heart.

“We can’t leave yet. I have to stay at least another hour or so.”

She was aware of him watching the room as they danced, she could feel it in the tension in his body, in the way his head moved against hers.

“Something doesn’t feel right,” he warned her. “Dunmore’s wife seemed damned sincere about the fact that there were no surprise guests.”

“And I told you, there are always surprise guests. Someone can’t make it, they give their invitation to a friend. Someone crashes, slips in, and drinks the free alcohol and eats the snacks from the buffet while pretending to be part of the crowd. It’s normal.”

But it didn’t feel normal. Kell could feel the fine hairs at his nape lifting in response to the closely developed instincts that had saved his ass until now. If Charlie Benson had managed to slip in, who else had?

His gaze roved over the dance floor as he maneuvered Emily until he could see into the ballroom once again. Benson was standing at the double French doors watching with a hint of longing. He lifted his champagne glass to Kell with an air of resignation then turned to the blonde standing several feet away from him.

Ian and Kira were standing just outside the patio doors, watching as he and Emily moved along the dance area. In Kira’s gaze he saw something harder, something more calculating, than he believed she wanted him to see. There was more to her, he could sense it.

“I love dancing with you, but until your mind is actually on the fact that you’re dancing with me, I’d prefer to find someplace to sit down for a few moments.”

He drew back and stared into her soft blue eyes. God, he wished they were anywhere but here. Anywhere but under the eyes of so many strangers and in possible danger. Someplace where he could hold her, touch her, still the unrest he could see moving through her expression.

She had questions and she wouldn’t wait much longer to ask them. He’d prefer to wait a hell of a lot longer before he had to answer them.

He escorted her to the buffet bar. There, they filled two delicate china plates, accepted a glass of wine each, and returned to the patio and the small wrought-iron tables and chairs that surrounded the dance area.

He wasn’t hungry. And he didn’t need the wine. What he needed was an explanation for the vague sense of warning that kept prodding him.

His gaze swept over the area again, coming back time and again to Emily, as guests stopped to speak, laugh, and draw her into the gossip that seemed to be the spice of political life. There were enough people surrounding her now that he didn’t have to worry about an assassin’s bullet.

As his gaze moved back to the couples dancing on the patio, he froze.

He hadn’t seen them in fifteen years, but he would recognize them anywhere. They were older, aged, their faces lined with grief and weariness, their eyes filled with sadness as they watched him.

Son of a bitch. He didn’t need this. Not here. Not now.

“Emily.” He rose to his feet and extended his hand to her as she stared back at him in surprise. The guests surrounding her parted immediately as she straightened from her chair and came to him.

No questions asked. She moved to him.

“We need to leave now,” he said softly. “Right now.”

She nodded swiftly, lifted her purse from the table and turned back to him.

But it was too late. Dammit, it was too damned late.

“Kell.” Aaron Beaulaine stopped in front of him, his weathered expression filled with determination and hope as he straightened his stooped shoulders and his arm curved around his petite wife, Patricia.

“Excuse me, sir,” he answered coolly. “We were just leaving.”

“Kell. It’s been fifteen years,” Patricia Beaulaine whispered softly. “Can’t we have fifteen minutes?”

He could feel Emily’s confused gaze as she stared at him and the older couple.

“I’m sorry,” he answered again. “But we need to be going.”

He tugged at Emily’s hand and she tugged back. Stilling, he clenched his jaw and whipped his gaze to her, feeling the anger beginning to rise inside him now.

“Hello.” She extended her hand to Aaron. “I’m Emily Stanton.”

“Richard Stanton’s little girl.” Aaron’s smile was tremulous. “It’s very good to meet you, Miss Stanton. I’m Aaron Beaulaine and this is my wife, Patricia.”

The Cajun accent was diluted, but still there. Unlike Kell, Aaron had never been able to completely drown out the low, accented drawl he had been raised with.

Emily looked from Kell’s closed expression, then to the older couple once again.

“Kell. It’s been so long.” Patricia reached out to him then, her green eyes, not as dark as his, not as bright, shimmering with a damp sheen as her fragile hand shook.

She was so much tinier than she had been last time he had seen her. So much more frail.

“Has it been long enough?” he asked her then. “Would it be long enough for you?”

He hated this. For fifteen years he had avoided anything that would bring him in contact with them, that would allow for such a scene.

“A time comes in a man’s life when he must make hard decisions,” Aaron said then, his voice gruff. “When he must see the mistakes of his past. Just ’cause we are older, doesn’t mean we don’t make mistakes.”

Mistakes. That was how they saw it. How they had seen his marriage to Tansy. How they had seen the child he had created with her.

“And a time comes when a man has to admit that no amount of regret can ever change certain mistakes or their results.” He kept his voice cool, as unemotional as his expression. “This is neither the place nor the time, Mr. Beaulaine. We’ll have to speak later.”

Mamère whimpered. Before Kell could catch himself his hand reached for her, but he quickly jerked it back, an inner fury lashing inside him at the instinctive response.

“Kell, we’ll be gone soon.” Patricia kept her voice low, her awareness of those around them evident. “I beg of you, allow us to make amends.”

He shook his head. “Amends were never needed.” Some things couldn’t be fixed.

With that, he dropped Emily’s hand, gripped her upper arm, and moved her away from the couple, leading her back into the house and heading for the front door.

She wasn’t speaking. He had glimpsed her face though, seen the suspicion in her eyes and the anger.

Damn her, did she think he liked turning his back on them? They were old. So old that the knowledge of their limited time on this earth struck him with startling strength each time he thought of them.

And each time he thought of seeing them again, reaching out to them, he remembered the child that had died with its mother. The child he had never held, never known, and yet had loved with all his heart.

As they said their goodbyes to the Dunmores and Emily made some excuse about a headache and gave her effusive thanks to Wilma for hostessing the party, Kell watched as Ian moved to the limo that had pulled up to the bottom of the steps that led to the circular driveway.

His neck was still itching. He stared around the well-lit grounds, his eyes narrowed on the shadows that ringed the woods around them.

As he moved Emily down the steps, he saw it. The small red bead that began to dance over her chest from the sights of an assassin’s rifle.

He jerked her to the side as part of the cement column behind them shattered, and Ian jumped into action. He rushed up the steps from the open limo door, placed himself in front of Emily as Kell gripped her waist and they all but threw her into the limo. Kell jumped in beside her.

Within seconds, the vehicle was moving away from the house as Ian barked his report to Reno into the secured cell phone he carried.

Emily stared across the distance at Kell, her eyes wide, her face pale.

“I saw it,” she whispered, the horror in her voice clenching at his soul. “Fuentes has decided to kill me? I thought he wanted to kidnap me?”

“If his assassin wanted you dead he wouldn’t have used a fucking laser sight,” he snarled, his hands clenching as he fought to keep from jerking her to him, from devouring her just to be certain she was truly still there with him. “The son of a bitch is playing games again and laughing his ass off as we scramble around trying to figure out what the hell is going on. Once I figure it out, I’m going to watch that bastard bleed.”


 

 

 

 

Seventeen

 

 

EMILY ESCAPED TO HER BEDROOM the moment Kell announced that the house was clear and safe. Her father was downstairs with the rest of the SEAL team, planning, trying to figure out what the Fuentes cartel was doing and what their next move would be.

All Emily could see was the small pinpoint of light that had jumped from her chest to Kell’s. The knowledge that the laser sight was aiming for him, not for her, and the startling realization that life would never be the same without him.

She wouldn’t be the same without him.

She loved him.

He was secretive. Mysterious. Sexy and manipulative and she knew it. He had been manipulating her since the day he had come into her life. But the manipulation was designed to spur her to fight for what she wanted. Not to restrain those needs.

He probed and he pushed, and every time he touched her she went up in flames.

At the moment she was furious with him. And she hurt for him. She had seen the pain in his eyes when his grandparents had approached him at the party.

Oh yes, she knew the Beaulaines, and she knew a part of their history. The only grandchild they had was disowned years ago, before the death of his wife. Once the wife had died, they had tried to mend the break, to bring him back into the family. But the boy they had thrown away had become a man, and the man had refused to acknowledge them.

It wasn’t a secret in the political and social sphere she moved within. The Beaulaines were heavy contributors to her father’s political fund. And come to think of it, so were their good friends Douglas and Mena Krieger.

Emily froze in the center of her bedroom. Why hadn’t she pieced it together? Of course, she had met the Kriegers only once and Douglas didn’t resemble Kell in any way. Kell looked like his maternal grandfather, the piercing gaze, the shape of the lips.

They had disowned him because he wed his pregnant girlfriend, a young black girl who had come from the streets, with no family, no home, and most important, no fortune to back her up.

She sat down on the bed with a weary sigh.

She had seen his eyes when he turned away from the couple. They were haunted, so bleak and filled with aching despair that she hadn’t been able to protest his rudeness.

He loved them. He loved his grandparents, and he ached for them, but whatever had happened all those years ago had driven a wedge between them forever.

Was that why he pushed her to declare her independence from her father? To stand up to him rather than attempting to compromise between her wants and his? Because he knew the inherent danger, the pain that could result when she finally decided enough was enough?

She stared down at her hands, realizing they were shaking with the shattering realizations pouring through her.

The past week had been filled with so many tumultuous emotions that she hadn’t had a chance to question him about his past. She had seen the man he was though. Strong. Determined. He walked the path he had set for himself years ago, and he walked it alone. Out of choice. Better to know he had no one to depend on than to depend on them and to lose something so precious as the woman he loved and the child they had created.

What had happened?

She crossed her arms over her breasts, her fingers clenching into her upper arms as she gripped them tightly, and rose to her feet to pace the bedroom once again.

What had caused him to forever deny himself the family he loved for so long?

And what of his parents? She knew they were dead. Lisa and Sturgill Krieger had died when she was a child. A car accident, she believed. If rumor was to be believed it had happened just after their son had disappeared from Louisiana.

He hadn’t done as they had wanted him to. He hadn’t turned his back on the girl they considered beneath him and he hadn’t walked the line that generations before him had walked. The line that led to more power, more riches, to marrying within the social set of which they were a part.

“Oh Kell,” she whispered. “What did they do to you?”

“They killed her.”

She swung around, her eyes widening as she realized how silently he had opened her bedroom door.

“What?”

He closed the door behind him, his fingers moving to the buttons of his dress uniform, releasing them to strip it from his broad shoulders and toss it to the foot of the bed.

“Her name was Tansy,” he said conversationally, his tone bland, in direct contrast with the pain that filled his green eyes. “She was carrying our son. Tansy let me pick out his name. I wanted to name him Aaron Douglas Krieger, after my grandfathers.”

He paused, staring down at the jacket reflectively before giving his head a quick jerk and staring back at her for long, silent moments.

“You know who the Beaulaines are?” he asked then.

“Your grandparents,” she whispered, her arms lowering, her hands clenching the skirt of the evening dress she still wore.

He nodded slowly. “My mother’s parents. Aaron and Patricia Beaulaine of the Louisiana Beaulaines. New Orleans to be exact. Did you know Hurricane Katrina destroyed their estate?”

She nodded. She didn’t know what to say, what questions to ask.

“They loved that fucking mansion. The lands surrounding it. The history they claimed as their own and the power they had built through the generations. They were the Beaulaines. And because of a freak of nature, they had no son to carry it on, only a daughter. Until they had me. And they were certain I would carry on the tradition. Kellian Beaulaine Krieger.” A grimace twisted his lips. “The last great hope of the Louisiana Beaulaines married street trash and tried to forever taint the impeccable bloodlines they had established.”

God, the pain in his eyes. His expression was bland, clear, no tears marred his gaze, no grimace of rage creased his face. But his eyes were alive with it.

“How did Tansy die?”

He ran his hand roughly over his stubbled jaw.

“They threw me out. I was seventeen, no money, no job, I’d graduated high school that year but I was still dumb as the road. I took a job in a New Orleans coffeehouse and café that was frequented by my parents’ friends.” His lips twisted mockingly. “My parents called me a disgrace. I would laugh at night at the expressions on their friends’ faces when they realized I was working there. And the pity in their eyes when they tipped me. I knew they were talking. I knew my parents were paying.” His expression twisted then, the pain a hard grimace on his face as he turned away from her.

“The café was used by people other than my parents’ friends. It was the early days of Diego Fuentes’s reign in the cartel. His suppliers were there. They were braggarts and they didn’t bother to hide what they were doing. I would pick up the information during the day and sell it to the police detective who approached me one night after work.”

“And they found out.”

“They found out.” He nodded. “They had a hit on a local judge. They were going after him that night. I called my friend, they caught them in the act, and I had to testify.”

His hands pushed through his hair. “I had to testify.”

He shook his head roughly before turning back to her.

“Did you testify?”

“They threatened Tansy. I got a message at work, that if I didn’t retract my statement, they would make her pay. I left work and went to the Beaulaine mansion. The keys to an old boat were there. I needed that boat to hide Tansy. We had a hunting cabin in the bayou. No one knew where it was except the family. No one knew about it.”

She could feel it coming. She could feel the pain, the horror building inside her.

“They found her?”

He nodded bleakly. “My mother caught me stealing the keys. She warned me that if I didn’t leave Tansy that she would make certain Tansy paid for it.” His voice lowered. “She sent a message to the suppliers, and she told them where Tansy was hidden. She told them I was with her, even though I wasn’t. She knew I wasn’t. I had to work because the doctor had to have the money up front for the baby, and the larger she grew with our child, the weaker Tansy seemed to get. I couldn’t afford to hide.”

Emily was silent as he finished speaking. He seemed to stare off into the distance for a long moment.

“I didn’t have to hide,” he finally said softly. “I knew something was wrong when I eased the boat into the bank that evening. I knew she was dead. The gators were churning in the water, even they could smell her blood. My baby’s blood. And they were hungry.” His gaze seemed to chill then, became icy, hard. “They ate that night, Emily,” he snarled then. “I fed them the bodies of those fucking animals that killed my family.”

Emily felt the tears that slid from her eyes and fought to hold back her sobs. Kell wasn’t crying. He was stone hard, cold, icy.

“The woman who gave birth to me, who swore for seventeen years of my life that I was the light in her heart, betrayed my family. She signed her grandchild’s death warrant without so much as a flicker of regret. And when it was over, when I was standing over my goddamned wife’s grave, her fucking lawyer stepped up to me and informed me that if I wished, I would be reinstated within the family.” His laughter was mocking. “As though their deaths meant no more to them than a mild inconvenience. As though the six months I had spent scraping together the money to pay a doctor and to feed my wife wasn’t even a blip in their little world.”

“Oh God. Kell.” She reached out to him, seeing the remembered horror of that time on his face.

She expected him to reject her, to push her away, but she needed to touch him. She needed to warm that icy rage in his eyes.

She stepped to him, laid her head on his chest, and pushed her arms beneath his to wrap around his back. He stiffened, his hands clasping her shoulders, before a hard shudder shook his body and he wrapped himself around her instead.

He rocked her. His lips pressed against her neck as he breathed in raggedly.

“I wasn’t stupid when I married Tansy,” he said softly. “She loved me, but I knew the lure of the drugs would have taken her back. But the baby. That was my baby, Emily. My child.”

And he would have died for it. He had killed for it. And he had turned his back on the family whose betrayal had changed his life forever.

“I know,” she whispered tearfully.

His chest cushioned her tears as she heard the weary acceptance finally overshadow the rage and pain in his voice.

Then his hands were gripping her head, pulling it back, his gaze blazing into hers, filled with such possessiveness, such heat, it took her breath.

“I won’t lose you,” he vowed hoarsely then. “Do you understand me, Emily? Something broke inside me when I lost my family, but if I lose you, I couldn’t survive the rage. Do you hear me?”

“Kell—” she whispered in startled surprise at his declaration.

“You can walk away if it’s not what you want, but you’ll have my soul wrapped around you forever. No matter where you go, what you do, or who you love, Emily. You’ll always be a part of me.”

Her lips parted as a weight that filled her soul seemed to lift from it.

“The boy that I was loved Tansy,” he whispered then. “The man I am is bound to you, Emily. The thought of losing you has me tied into so many knots I left a meeting downstairs with your father to make certain you were safe. To see for myself. To touch you. God help me, to just touch you.”

His hands slid around to cup her face, to hold her in place as his lips lowered to breathe a kiss over hers.

“I remember the sight of those stockings beneath that dress,” he growled. “Weapons strapped to your thighs, and I thought I was going to come in my dress uniform. My cock has only gotten harder tonight, Emily. I’ve only grown hungrier.”

Her hands covered his, her gaze searching his as erotic pleasure began to tingle through her bloodstream. He lowered his forehead to hers and stared back at her with that damned sexy quirk to his lips.

“I should be downstairs. I should be plotting and planning. Instead, I’m torturing myself with the scent of you, the remembered taste of you.”

“Don’t leave me,” she whispered. “Stay.”

“Leave you?” His thumbs smoothed over her cheekbones. “Emily, it’s all I can do to think when I’m around you. Leaving you would tear the soul from my body.”

Before she could find the words to speak, to make sense of the emotions suddenly flooding through her, his arm lowered, slid around her hips then jerked her close, angling her body so his cock pressed against the aching mound of her pussy.

Her lips parted. A hard breath tore from her lungs at the heat and anticipation that rioted through her.

“I need you. Now.” His voice was a sexy rumble of erotic heat.

Emily could feel the desperation in him, the steel core of determination as he lifted her closer, drawing her off her feet, and turning her, only to back her into the wall.

His lips covered hers, his tongue sliding past them to devour the need that rose inside her. It shouldn’t be so good. She was angry with him. She was mesmerized by him. The taste of his kiss was as wild as the wind, his hands a force of nature as the skirt of her gown suddenly cleared her thighs.

She had disposed of the weapons, but she still wore the stockings. Stockings that slid over his thighs as he drew her up and her legs wrapped around his hips.

“Yeah. Like that.” He groaned, his hand making short work of the snap and zipper of his pants, pushing them to his thighs as the engorged length of his cock slid free.

He was hard. Thick. Hot.

The sound of a foil pack tearing barely caught her attention; the knowledge that he was sheathing the heavy erection with a condom brought an edge of regret. But it lasted for only a second.

Silk covering iron and suddenly plunging forcefully inside her as his lips caught her scream of incredible, ecstatic pleasure.

She could feel the heavy wedge of flesh stretching her pussy, the fiery ache of the penetration blending with the sensitivity of suddenly exposed nerve endings and clenching tissue.

“Sweet God, you’re tight,” he snarled. “I could die happy fucking you, Emily. Buried inside you. Just like this.”

His hips jerked, drawing another desperate cry from her lips, as the zipper at her back suddenly loosened and he drew her breasts free of the silk covering them.

“Perfect nipples.” His tongue stroked over one then the other as a heavy thrust inside her had her fighting for purchase, both physically and emotionally.

“Sweet tight nipples. A perfect innocent pink and hard as ripe, sun-drenched berries.” His lips covered a peak, drew it inside then began to suck with deep, heavy draws as his hips set a hard, driving rhythm between her thighs.

“Sweet Emily.” The accent was back. “Ah chère, hold me tight. Just so, bébé.”

She whimpered as her legs tightened around his waist, feeling his hands palm her rear, fingers clenching in the mounds as he shoved inside her, hard and deep.

She was so wet her thighs were growing damp. So close to climax she could feel it peaking, swelling her clit, burning in her womb, only to have him ease. His thrusts grew gentler as she writhed against him.

“Don’t tease,” she cried out, her hands gripping his shoulders, her nails pressing into his flesh.

“No tease,” he gritted out. “Sweet chère. Let me feel you. So tight and sweet on my dick. Sucking so sweetly at me.”

Her breath caught as the air became saturated with the scent and the sound of sex, of pleasure. His erotic, explicit words shocked and titillated. They pulled at the eroticism rising inside her and fed the hunger that only he could sate.

If he would let her orgasm. If he would just stroke a little harder, a little faster.

“Ah bébé, tha’ sweet pussy likes it slow and easy, eh?”

She shook her head. It was as though the dark, predatory male inside him had suddenly been loosed, had been given freedom.

His gaze was sharper, hotter. His lips were hungrier. His cock teased and cajoled and shafted inside her with irregular thrusts that had her trying to scream his name with the burning need. Trying, because she didn’t have the energy to do more than reach for orgasm, to withstand the unbearable pleasure tearing through her.

“Kell. Please.” She arched in his arms as she felt sudden space at her back, felt him moving her.

She expected the bed. She didn’t expect the floor. He sank to the carpet, coming over her, his erection still buried inside her as he stripped off first his pants, then her dress.

The material was jerked over her head, taffeta and silk rustling as he tossed it aside, leaving her clad in nothing but the black stockings and high heels she had worn with the dress.

“Fuck. Yes.” Satisfaction thrummed through his voice as he leaned back on his knees, drawing her legs over his thighs before his hands clenched at her hips.

Hard. Her hips jerked as he plunged inside her hard. Deep. Once.

“Oh God, you’ll kill me, Kell,” she whimpered, her hands reaching for his wrists as he held her hips in place.

“I’ll love you, chère.” His expression was erotic, filled with a heavy sensuality and male pleasure that pierced her womb.

“Will you love me?” she gasped breathlessly, staring back at him, feeling not just the need for the steadily rising pleasure, the heavy thrusts of his cock, or the touch of his hands. But the touch of something far less defined. The touch of his heart.

“Ah chère.” He came in closer, bending over her then, his hands gripping her hands to anchor them to the floor as his lips touched hers. His tongue stroked over them. “Don’ you know? You own my soul, how could I help but love you?”

Three hard, furious thrusts of his hips followed his words, splintering the pleasure inside her as she began to chant his name, to fly, to fracture with ecstasy.

And still he was hard inside her. Brutally hard. His cock throbbed inside her as her inner muscles clenched around him with a force that had her straining back from the bruising pressure.

“Hold still, sweet sugar,” he groaned, rearing back once again, holding her hips in place as he pierced her to the hilt.

She whimpered. Pleading, desperate sounds as tremors raked over her nerve endings, pleasure tearing her apart as the orgasm seemed never-ending.

If he would just hold still long enough. If he would stop those slow, gentle pushes against her, stroking her internally, building her pleasure again even as the final pulses of her orgasm eased.

She was rising again. She cried out, her voice trembling at the feel of the pleasure rising inside her.

“There, chère. Let it have you.” His large hand settled on her stomach, fingers outstretched, pressing against the flexing muscles as her head thrashed on the floor, her nails digging into the carpet, clawing at it as she fought to anchor herself amid the sensations beginning to tear through her once again.

Let it have her? It was destroying her. She could feel the fire whipping through her body again, tightening her muscles as he began to move again.

This time, there was rhythm to his thrusts. A hard pounding as he buried his cock inside her with each desperate lunge. His expression intent, his eyes darkening, muscles tightening.

Emily arched beneath him again, pleasure overtaking her, throwing her into another brutal orgasm as a hard male groan echoed around her, and the feel of his cock pulsing violently inside her as his release swept over him had his name gasping from her lips.

She was clenched so tight around him that she could feel the flex of his cock. The jerk of his balls against her rear, the throb of his erection inside her, and the sound of her name pulled from his lips.

“Chère. Sweet, sweet Emily . . .”


 

 

 

 

Eighteen

 

 

EMILY WAS DRAPED OVER HIS chest hours later, exhaustion making her a limp damp weight as his arms surrounded her. The dark flames of her hair cascaded over his chest as her soft breaths tickled the hair on his chest.

He glanced at the clock beside the bed and winced. Two hours. Two hours filled with the tight grip of her pussy and the soft cries that tore from her lips each time he touched her.

But there were things to complete this evening. Plans to be made before they headed back to Georgia. The team would separate again in the morning and Kell wanted to make certain he had all the information involved before he left.

As he lay there, the memory of his grandparents wavered through his memory. His Mamère, so slight and frail now. She had once ruled the Beaulaine mansion with a steel hand. Or she had thought she had. Until his maman had married the Krieger heir and systematically begun to pull that power around herself.

And Papère. He breathed out heavily at the thought of him. He had been closest to his Papère. They had gone fishing and hunting. He had tried to teach Kell the art of catching a vixen and laughed in affection with each failure.

So many memories. He had fought them for so long, and now they came tumbling down around him like a Bayou downpour. Hard, fast, drenching his emotions in sadness.

He had lost his parents not long after Tansy’s death. Kell had grieved for his father, and for the mother he had believed existed, rather than the one who had betrayed him.

Unlike his parents, who hadn’t come to Tansy’s funeral, Kell had shown up at theirs. He had stood carefully out of sight, watched the sealing of the crypt with a heavy heart, and reminded himself that he couldn’t go back. He couldn’t bring Tansy and their child back, and he couldn’t return to the memories of the mother he had cherished.

His love for Tansy had, as he told Emily, been a boy’s love. He had been determined to save her, filled with passion for the exotic, beautiful young girl, and certain of his ability to protect her. He was a Beaulaine-Krieger. He was invincible. Wasn’t that what his mother had taught him?

Instead, he had learned how very powerless he truly was, and his child had paid the price.

His child. Innocence. Blood of his blood. A defenseless being who would have looked to Kell as he had looked to his own father for nearly eighteen years.

Some nights, he dreamed of that child. Dreamed it had survived that night. That he laughed up at him with green eyes and a vibrant smile. And sometimes he dreamed that the boy watched him with tear-filled eyes as he tried to reach him, tried to save him.

Shaking his head he eased Emily from his chest, almost smiling at her grumpy little sigh before she settled against her pillow and slipped back into slumber.

He brushed her hair back from her face and leaned closer, breathing in the scent of her before kissing her forehead gently.

His eyes closed as his lips lingered.

God help him. She was becoming more important to him than anything else had ever been in his life. She wasn’t just invading his soul, she was becoming his soul.

He had to force himself to draw back from her, to leave the bed before pulling his dress slacks back on, gathering the rest of his clothes, and slipping back into his own room for a shower.

He needed to talk to Reno and the team before morning. Returning to Georgia wasn’t something he wanted Emily to do. She was too vulnerable there. Her assassins too certain where to find her. As he had been shown earlier in the night, bullets could get past him.

The thought had his guts tightening in rage. God help the Fuentes assassin if Kell managed to get his hands on him.

Getting out of the shower, he dressed quickly, pulled on his lace-up steel-toe boots and secured them, then clipped his holstered weapon to his side and went into his bedroom to meet with his visitor.

He’d heard Ian come in minutes before, alone. The other man was slouched in the easy chair that sat in a corner by a reading lamp and small table. His long legs were stretched out in front of him and his dark blond brows were lowered heavily as he watched Kell come in from the bathroom.

“I could have been someone else.” Ian’s voice was low and brooding, almost angry, as Kell took a seat on the side of the bed, watching him curiously.

“Then you would have been dead.” Kell shrugged.

Ian didn’t snicker at that as he usually did. Instead, his expression seemed to grow darker.

“What’s doin’?” The Creole flavor of his accent was getting harder to disguise, harder to hold back.

Ian’s lips quirked at the sound.

“She relaxes you,” Ian remarked. “That’s a good thing, bro.” He sighed heavily then leaned forward in his chair. “Reno and the team just left with the senator. He has an early meeting in the morning to clear the way for that bill that the Fuentes spy so obviously doesn’t want to pass. With the new information Macey received while we were at the party, I thought I’d update you before we head to bed.”

“He received something else from Judas? That boy sure is taking an interest in this.” Kell snorted.

Ian’s gaze flashed dangerously. “Macey managed to trace the transmission from inside the mansion. Whoever Judas is, he was there.”

An image flashed in Kell’s mind. Kira Porter. There had been something he had seen in her face, her eyes, for a second across the dance floor, that had reminded him of someone.

“Porter?” he asked.

Ian shook his head, a smile tipping his lips as humor lit his odd hazel-blue eyes.

“Our delectable Miss Porter is Homeland Security,” he drawled. “She’s also the daughter of one of the senator’s best friends from his SEAL days.”

It clicked into place then. He had seen her twice, once in Russia where she had been a blond sex kitten working a cocktail party for the American ambassador, and then a few years later in South America where she had carried a lethal automatic rifle as easily as other women carried a purse. Her hair had been nut brown then, her eyes a matching color and a razor-thin scar had marred her downy cheek.

“They call her the Chameleon,” Ian mused. “She has a different look for every job. The scar in Bolivia was real, by the way. Homeland Security paid to have it put in place and they paid to have it repaired after the mission. She’s low-key, normally in watch position only, but the file the senator showed us on her is scary, dude. Real scary.”

Ian’s tone wasn’t in the least intimidated. It was—anticipatory.

“Any suspicions which guest at the party was Judas?”

Ian stared at the wall across the room, his gaze thoughtful. “The message he sent says the spy was there. Macey is working through the guest list looking for our friendly mole. He’ll tackle Judas later, I suspect.”

Ian crossed his feet slowly. “We head back to Atlanta in the morning, as per the senator’s orders. With the Porter girl in place, me on the other side, and you in the condo with Emily, he believes she’ll be safe enough at home. I think he’s a fool, but that’s just between the two of us.”

“The only way to eliminate the threat is to run with her,” Kell said thoughtfully.

“Reno pointed that out.” Ian nodded. “But, as Macey said, that will alert the Fuentes mole that we’re closing in on him. And Macey is closing in. That boy is a whiz on the computer.”

Ian’s ruined voice, dark, serrated, was filled with mockery.

Rage beat at Kell’s head before he forced it back. He forced himself to think logically. If he ran with her, they would always be running. Fuentes saw it as a sign of weakness, as cutting out of the game, and it would be sure to enrage him. At this point, they had no choice but to use the hand dealt to them and make certain he didn’t win.

“If we catch his spy, then the threat against your woman is gone.” Ian shrugged. “That’s all that matters.”

“I want things in place so I can run if I have to,” Kell gritted out. “Fuentes isn’t touching Emily, Ian. I won’t let this happen.”

Ian nodded slowly as he rose to his feet. “Get some sleep, dude. We’re taking a Navy flight back to Georgia and a secured SUV back to the condo. Her last party is in three days’ time and Judas’s message reported that all players will be in place there as well. If we find him, we save your woman, and we find Nathan.”

God, Nathan. He hadn’t thought about that. The information none of them could believe, but it had come with a picture, with proof. Nathan Malone, the SEAL believed killed during Emily’s rescue, was alive. Alive but near death and under the control of the spy known as Mr. White.

“Arrange a meeting with Kira when we get back to Atlanta,” Kell ordered. “I want her information and I want to know her backup plans.”

Ian nodded before pausing. “I saw you talking to your grandparents,” he said then.

Kell froze. “I have no grandparents.”

“Whispers were sweeping around the party. Interesting little rumors about the New Orleans Beaulaines and their missing grandson. An heir to two of the largest fortunes in the nation. That would be a hell of a position for a SEAL to be in. We live a dangerous life.”

“Drop it.”

“Blood is thicker than water, my friend,” Ian murmured. “Sometimes, a man has to own up to the past and everyone’s mistakes within it. Some things, you don’t just throw away.”

Kell stared back at him silently, coldly.

Ian lifted his shoulder dismissively. “Just thought I’d mention it. Catch you at daylight, bro.”

Kell rose from his seat on the mattress and headed for the closet as Ian left the bedroom. He finished hanging his dress uniform neatly in its protective covering, leaving it for now. From the floor he pulled free the duffel bag he had carried to Atlanta with him and checked it quickly.

Everything he needed was there. Cash, alternate identifications, a change of clothes, weapons, and ammo. Always prepared. He was always prepared. Until he met Emily.

He hadn’t been prepared for what she would do to him. How she would make him feel.

She made him feel things he had never believed he could feel, even after Tansy. The love he felt for Emily went so deep, was tangled so tight around his heart and soul that he wondered if he would survive if anything happened to her.

It was damned scary. The time spent with her had been so short. And yet she had a hold on him that he couldn’t have expected.

His Papère Beaulaine had warned him once that Beaulaine men, they loved fast, loved hard, and they loved forever. That when a Beaulaine male found his woman, he knew instantly she would change his life forever.

And Kell had scoffed. He had been young. He had been too arrogant. Too certain that no woman would ever fill that much of a man. And his grand-père had smiled. That quiet, knowing smile of his that Kell saw as an elder’s acknowledgment that young men will be young men. That they’d always scoff at the wisdom of their elders.

God, he had missed that old bastard. As hard as the betrayal of his parents’ disowning him had been, his grandparents’ refusal to take his side, to help him, had hurt even more. His papère had been his hero. His grand-mère an angel.

The Kriegers had always been more distant, so their defection hadn’t been a surprise. But the Beaulaines, they always stuck together, the old man had once told him, because blood was thicker than water. And blood mattered.

As he sighed, a light knock sounded at the door, soft, hesitant. Emily.

He tossed the duffel bag back into the closet as the door opened and she stepped inside, clad in nothing but a silken robe that couldn’t compete with the feel of her skin.

She tucked a strand of dark auburn hair behind her ear as she stood in the doorway, her expression pensive when she saw he was dressed.

He held back his smile. He could see the emotions riding inside her gaze. Hesitancy, arousal, the need to feel him wrapped around her.

She was still new to this intimacy, to having a man capable of controlling her sensuality, and yet allowing it freedom.

“I was going to catch Reno for an update,” he said softly as he sat on the bed and removed his boots once again. “It seems he’s already left though.”

“I saw Ian going downstairs.” She played with the belt of her robe, her slender fingers tense.

“He was giving me an update.” He set the boots and socks aside. “I would have been back to bed in a few minutes.”

She nodded jerkily. “Is everything okay? With the mission, I mean?”

“Everything’s fine.”

She licked her lips nervously as he rose to his feet and padded toward her.

“It should be over soon?” she asked.

“Soon,” he promised, then ignoring her gasp, he lifted her into his arms, watching as the robe parted over her legs and fell to the side. “Let’s go back to bed. You need your rest.”

Her arms wrapped around his shoulders, though her blue eyes darkened in worry as she stared back at him.

“We need to talk,” she reminded him.

“There’s going to be plenty of time to talk later, chère.” He didn’t bother to try to tame his accent now. He was too busy trying to tame the lust rising inside him. “For now, I need to touch you again. To feel you against me.”

He entered her bedroom, kicking the door closed behind him before locking it. A second later he was laying her back on her bed, staring down at the white robe as her hard little nipples pressed against it, the shadow of the dusky pink color surrounding them barely discernible beneath the material.

He jerked his shirt over his head before his hands went to his jeans, and he discarded those just as quickly.

He was so hard he was hurting. So filled with hunger he felt as though he had never come in his life. His cock was straining out from his body, furious with Kell’s delay in taking her.

A wicked smile curled Emily’s lips as her slender fingers pulled at the belt of her robe, releasing the tie and allowing the panels to fall apart as she rolled to her knees and shed the garment.

Kell felt the breath jerk from his body. Blood pooled hot and thick in his cock and drew his balls tight. She was like Venus rising. Like every sexual dream any man had ever conjured up in the dark lonely hours of the night.

And she belonged to him.

“Come here, chère.” His hands framed her face as she knelt on the bed before they slid into the rich, silken depths of her fiery hair.

Emily stared up at him, drowning in the emerald depths of his gaze, feeling the air thicken with sensuality, with the hunger that rose between them.

She hadn’t expected this. She had never had trouble pushing away her previous bodyguards. They were her father’s goons. She had enough trouble with her protective father; she hadn’t been in a hurry to create more by accepting one of his handpicked son-in-law candidates.

But Kell was different.

For one thing, he was harder. Her hands pressed against his chest, smoothed over the flexing muscles as his lips covered hers. He was stronger, more forceful; the very aura of confidence and competence that surrounded him drew her. His air of dominance and sexuality was in harmony with her own sensual desires, which threatened to burn her each time he touched her.

As he was doing now. His lips moving over hers, parting them to dip his tongue in playfully before pulling back and drawing her lower lip between his and sucking lightly, sexually.

His hands moved up her back, then down. Gripped her hips and pulled her closer, cushioning his erection against her belly.

“Are you sore?” he whispered as he pulled back, one hand sliding from her hip and moving confidently between her thighs. She gasped at the feel of his palm cupping her, his fingers sliding over the damp flesh of her pussy.

His fingers rubbed against the folds, shifting between them to circle the sensitive opening.

Emily felt her head fall back on her shoulders. And Kell was there to take advantage. His lips moved along her jaw, down her neck.

“Never too sore,” she whimpered. “That feels too good, Kell.”

“Never too good, sweetheart.” His voice deepened, becoming a sexy murmur along her collarbone as his finger slipped inside the snug entrance.

“Oh. Yes. Too good.” Spreading her thighs wider she fought for a deeper penetration, opening herself for him, desperate to experience more of the incredible pleasure his touch brought her.

“You’re soft as silk. As hot as fire,” he whispered against the curve of her breast before giving her a gentle, erotic bite with strong teeth.

Emily shuddered at the caress. The combination of primal hunger in the bite, the wicked titillation of his finger stroking inside her, teasing her.

“And you’re hard,” she moaned, her head lifting, her lips finding the hard column of his neck.

Kell let her have her way as he felt her teeth at his neck. Sharp little sensations moved along his flesh before tightening his cock and balls from the feel of her teeth.

Her hands were like satin gliding over his flesh and the gentle cushion of her tummy rubbed against his cock, causing his teeth to grit at the primal arousal growing inside him.

He wanted to throw her to the bed and ride her to ecstasy.

Instead, he held himself before her and let her explore. Like the vixen he had dreamed of catching as a boy, she was curious, inquisitive. Her nails scraped along his chest to his abdomen, making his teeth grind as he fought for patience.

Her lips skimmed over his neck to his chest. She bit. She licked. She had electricity pouring into his body, tightening his nerve endings and cascading along each cell with a pleasure he wasn’t certain he could withstand.

She was like whiskey. Potent. Fiery. Burning clear to his soul with her feminine demand, sharp little bites, and satiny licks.

“Ah sugar. Keep this up and I’m going to lose my head,” he said, his hands in her hair, sifting his fingers through the strands as she nipped at his lower chest.

She was going lower. Drawing close to his cock, her hungry lips and tongue tightening his muscles into a mass of anticipation.

“I want to feel you,” she whispered as her lips went lower, licking inches from the head of his dick. “In my mouth. Against my tongue. I want to feel you like I can’t feel you inside me. Without a condom. With nothing but your flesh against me.”

Shit. Hell. Fuck. He was going to come before she ever touched him. If he didn’t get a hold on her—

She got a hold on him instead. Her tongue slid over the head of his cock, her mouth surrounded it, and Kell knew he was lost. His hands tightened further in her hair for long seconds as he fought the need to control it, to keep her from bringing him to release too soon.

Her mouth surrounded the throbbing head, drew it deep, and began to suckle with such innocent pleasure he swore he felt his eyes water.

He had never been tasted, taken with such pleasure. He had never had another woman worship his body, his cock, as his sweet Emily was worshipping him.

“Chère. Sugar. Sweet, sweet Emily,” he groaned, thrusting against her hips with a short jerk of his hips he couldn’t control. “You’re gonna get in trouble with that wicked mouth.”

She shuddered at the sensual threat, then another, harder tremor washed over her as his hand moved from her hair, trailed down her spine then clenched on the rounded curve of her rear.

“Like that, little fox?” he whispered.

The vibration of her approving moan against the flesh of his cock had the hard flesh spasming in warning release.

His fingers clenched again, his lips curving in a tight smile as her suckling faltered. But her moan was just as dangerously exciting.

Slender fingers cupped his balls now as the fingers of her other hand gripped the shaft. And stroked.

Kell drew in a hard breath.

“Let’s see if you like this, eh?” He landed a light slap against her rear. Watched her jerk. Felt her moan.

Not hard. Emily wouldn’t like a hard caress. She was delicate yet strong. But her flesh was sensitive, easily bruised and easily stung.

He wanted to deliver the lightest touch. Just enough to make her feel the flames, to tempt her, to see how much more she could stand before he went further.

She wiggled her pert little rear and mouthed the head of his cock with enough hunger to send flames racing up his spine. Damn. She would kill him before she finished tonight.

He landed another tap to her rear, grimacing as she tightened, then allowed his fingers to trail along the shallow cleft as she stilled. Like a little fox, waiting, cautious, wary.

He drew back, watching the shudder that raced through her then feeling her mouth draw on his cock again. She was sucking him like a dream. Like a hungry goddess, licking and mouthing his dick as her playful fingers played on his balls and his shaft.

He tapped her rear with his fingers again, just a bit harder, and before she could process the added burn, moved his fingers down her cleft, curved beneath her thighs, and filled her tight, hot pussy with two fingers in a sudden, stretching thrust.

Enough of this playful teasing. He pumped inside the clenching tunnel with the fingers of one hand while the others gripped her hair, held her to him and pumped her mouth with slow, steady strokes.

“Enough teasing, sugar,” he growled. “You’ll take me now, eh? Now, before we both die from the need.”
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KELL PULLED AT EMILY’S HAIR and her mouth sank deeper on his dick, her expression transforming in her pleasure as the pressure on her scalp became a delicate pain.

Hell. Damn it to hell. He loved a woman that liked her hair pulled.

He pulled again, felt her moan, watched her lashes flutter against her cheek as her suckling grew harder. Deeper. The stroking motions of her fingers over his shaft became firmer, stronger, as the fingers cupping his balls twitched and flexed until he felt the sweet bite of her nails against the tender flesh.

He pulled again, one hand moving to cover hers on his erection as his hips began to move. To thrust into her mouth, to gain control before it was too late to control.

Force of will, he told himself desperately. That was all it took. Pulling from the heated suckling of her mouth nearly destroyed him.

The edge was so close. The hunger rising so sharply inside him that he took time only to push her around on the bed, lift her hips, and begin penetrating her.

Emily stared across the bed in shock, her gaze locked with her own in the mirror across from her before she lifted it to Kell.

Did he know his expression was tortured? Tormented? Nearly as much as hers. He was pushing inside her by slow degrees, making her feel every bite of the impalement, every inch that stroked across every nerve ending.

He had one hand locked in her hair, the other clamped on her hip, and behind her, his face was a mask of lust and need. But his eyes. His eyes were filled with something. Something hot, possessive, challenging.

She bucked in his grip, pulling away and smiling in triumph as he slipped from her. She watched his lips firm, watched the determination that crossed his expression before he stilled her movements and began pushing inside her again.

Oh God, it was too good. It was delicious. It was burning and tingling and sending wicked, wicked fingers of sensation to race around her already swollen clit.

“Come ’ere, chère.” His voice was hoarse as she pulled forward again, almost dislodging him. “Sweet little fox. My own little fox.” He surged forward, burying another inch as her back arched.

Emily saw the frank triumph in his expression then. The dark shimmer of male satisfaction on his piratical face. The days’ growth of beard and emerald eyes made him look wicked enough. But that lust and triumph in his expression only made it more so.

“Kell!” Her thoughts were scattered as he burrowed in deeper, his fingers pulling and releasing at her hair, his possession filling her, stretching her.

“Tell me what you like, eh love,” he groaned, retreating, penetrating, never filling her enough, never hard enough or deep enough.

As his fingers eased in her hair she jerked forward again, dislodging him once more. A frown edged at his brow. Both hands clamped on her hips, and before she could draw a breath and prepare for it, he was plunging inside her.

“Ah God!” He stilled, trembling nearly as hard as she was shaking. “Fuck. Emily. No condom,” he panted, a rivulet of sweat running down the side of his face to disappear into his beard.

No condom.

She stilled, trying to breathe, trying not to clench around the brutally hard flesh inside her. She saw his face then. Saw the struggle in his expression, the need, the force of emotion. And suddenly, she didn’t care. She had no intentions of letting him go. Ever. Super Glue would have nothing on Emily Stanton when it came to Kell.

“I don’t care,” she whispered. “I don’t care, Kell.”

He was staring at where their bodies were interlocked, sweat now beading his face as he swallowed convulsively. His fingers clenched on her hips. The muscles in his thighs tightened and he began to withdraw. Slowly, so slowly.

Emily dragged in a whimpering breath, both at the retreat as well as the sensations. She wouldn’t push it. She wouldn’t demand. Having Kell’s baby would be more joy than she could imagine, but—

A ragged, tortured groan left his throat. A second later, he was buried inside her once more and he didn’t stop. His hips moved quickly, hard. Each thrust built in pleasure, the feel of his flesh bare inside hers, the stretching heat, the need building and building as she kept her gaze locked on him.

She had to. If she didn’t center herself she would fly away. She would explode into fragments that might never find form again.

She arched in front of him, her fingers digging into the blankets as the thrusts increased. Her ragged cries, his male groans. They blended, forming an erotic, sexual tune that whipped around them in ever-increasing force.

The pleasure rose. It burned. It had her crying out his name, desperate for ease even as she fought to keep her gaze on the mirror, fought to watch his face. His lips.

Lips that were parting as she began to come apart. His teeth were clenched as she began to convulse around him, pleasure fragmenting inside her a second before she saw his expression twist. Agony and ecstasy. Her name on his lips, and then more.

I love you, Emily. He mouthed the words as his eyes closed and he began to jerk, the feel of his release spurting inside her dragging her from the last mooring that held her to earth.

I love you.

There was no sound to the words. Only his lips moving. Only his eyes closed, his expression absorbed, tight with emotion and a male pleasure too sexy to endure.

Emily heard herself scream his name. She felt the shudders shaking her body as she tried to twist out of his grip to escape the sensations that suddenly built upon themselves. Pleasure upon pleasure, explosion upon explosion, until she collapsed to the bed, exhausted. Drained. And holding her secret close to her heart.

Kell loved her. As surely as she knew she loved him, he loved her. And for some reason, he didn’t want her to know. He didn’t want to give the words voice, and instead kept them silent as his expression twisted with an inner agony. As he lowered himself beside her, still buried in her, still holding her close, he clasped her in his arms as though he feared she would be torn from them.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered at her ear. “I shouldn’t have done that.”

Emily felt her heart drop to her stomach. That was regret in his voice. Not fear. Heavy, remorseless regret.

“No harm done,” she whispered. “It’s the wrong time of the month anyway.”

What the hell was she supposed to say? Okay, it wasn’t a foolproof method, but it was true nonetheless. The time of the month couldn’t be safer, and yet the ache in her heart couldn’t have gone deeper. Having his baby wouldn’t have been a hardship for her. Holding him to her wouldn’t have bothered her either.

She felt his hand move over her hair, felt the heavy sigh at her back before he slowly eased from her body.

Then he was tucking her beneath the sheets and settling in beside her; the light beside the bed flipped off before his arms were around her again.

And Emily was staring into the dark, blinking back her tears and wondering what the hell had happened.

 

EMILY WAS SURPRISED WHEN HER father arrived at the house just as they had finished breakfast and were preparing to leave the house.

Ian stepped into the dining room and announced his arrival then stood in the marble foyer as the senator entered surrounded by Reno, Clint, and Macey. His expression was heavy, and the SEALs surrounding him looked—violent.

“What’s happened?” She moved toward him, reacting to the fury in his gaze before he caught her in his arms and surrounded her in a hug that reeked of fear.

“Reno?” She heard Kell’s voice behind her, dark, brooding, and prepared.

Emily stared at the SEAL behind her father. Macey. With his ragged haircut, the earring in his ear, faded denim shirt with the arms ripped out, and ragged jeans, he looked more like a biker than a computer expert. He had hams for hands and his broad-shouldered physique, like that of the others, didn’t possess an ounce of fat.

A heavy frown creased his face now, rather than the flirty twinkle his eyes usually held. And a frown marred his brow. Something had happened and it wasn’t good.

“Dad, what’s wrong?” she asked as he finally released her, moving back to breathe out roughly, to stare at her as though he wasn’t certain she was really there.

“Get ready to roll,” Reno ordered Kell. “You’ll proceed to the safe house we’ve set up for Ms. Stanton and stay in place until further orders.”

Emily stared at the hard-eyed SEALs, then at her father.

“Daddy, what’s happened?”

“Fuentes’s assassin, a man named Rudolph Delgado, arrived via Dulles this morning. Two hours later Macey was contacted by one of his sources that Delgado is here for you. I want you out of here.”

He wanted her hiding, he wanted to pull her away, no matter the risks, and force her into hiding for the rest of her life if that was what it took.

“We knew this was coming.” She shook her head fiercely. “We’ve already agreed that I can’t run.”

“Ms. Stanton, Delgado is the best Fuentes has,” Reno argued then. “He arrived within hours of the attempted hit last night. We can’t take this chance with your life.”

“And I can’t run forever.” Her heart was chugging in her breasts. “I’ve listened to Daddy rant about Fuentes. If I run, then I forfeit whatever game he’s playing. He won’t keep the rules he’s laying in place then. Will he?”

Her father’s lips flattened as his eyes flashed in rage. “I won’t take this chance with your life.”

“It’s too late.” She moved farther away from him, her hand slashing through the air as she fought to think. “Delgado. What does he do? How does he kill?”

Six pairs of male eyes watched her warily.

“His expertise is with a knife,” Kell answered when it was obvious no one else intended to.

She could feel her breathing becoming heavier, her heart racing to keep up with the fear and adrenaline tearing through her.

“Why come to D.C.?” She swallowed tightly. “My plans were to return home today. Everyone knew that. Why come here?”

“He’ll expect you to stay in the general area when we try to stash you,” Kell answered again. “It would be logical, to keep the team close together rather than separating our strength.”

“Was that your plan?”

“Not in this lifetime,” her father answered. “And our plans aren’t changing.”

“Yes. They are,” she informed him sharply. “I’m not hiding. I’m not running from this.”

“Miss Stanton—” Reno began to argue.

“She’ll go or I’ll carry her,” Kell interceded then, causing her to swing toward him, betrayal filling her.

“Why?” she questioned him angrily. “You know yourself this is what they want. Fuentes sent in a knife. He has to face us with a knife. If we run, he’ll send guns, and you know it.”

“He has to get a bead on you first,” Kell said grimly. “And I promise you, he won’t.”

Emily licked her lips nervously. He was different this morning, quieter, more brooding. Grim, just as his voice was now. She had felt it in him as she lay in his arms the night before, and now she could see it. The rules had changed for him when he spilled his release into her unprotected body. The gloves were coming off, and now she was glimpsing the incredible force he kept so closely hidden.

“I’m not going. And if you weren’t letting other things cloud your judgment, you would admit I’m right,” she snapped. “Don’t start babying me now, Kell. I won’t stand for it.”

She met his gaze, refusing to back down, refusing to allow him to see her fears. When staring into cold green ice, a woman had to do more than quell her fears of other forces. She had to quell the instinct to instantly submit.

She had been submitting for too many years. She wasn’t going to return to that. Not with Kell.

“Emily, stop this stubbornness,” her father snarled. “This is your life we’re talking about.”

“Kell.” She whispered his name, not beseechingly, but as a plea for him to understand. “Don’t take me out of the game like this. You had a plan, remember? They want to kidnap me, not kill me. If you hide me, they’ll go for the jugular.”

“What do you think a knife does, Emily?” he asked with chilling politeness.

“A knife gives you a chance to fight,” she whispered back. “But even if it were bullets, we wouldn’t have any other choice.”

“Emily, you’re not just risking your own life here.” Her father’s voice was calm, indulgent. As it had been when she was a child and she tried to have her own adventures, without him. “You’re risking Kell’s life. Are you comfortable doing that?”

Emily flinched.

Her gaze went to the men around her. They were watching her, not with condemnation, but thoughtfully, as though curious as to how she would handle this new argument.

“You trained me to be careful when I was a teenager,” she said then. “You taught me how to fight. How to make rational decisions, then overnight you decided to take all that away from me.”

“This isn’t the time for that argument,” he snapped.

She continued to stare at Kell. “I’m right, and you know I am.”

“You’re asking a man to die for you, Emily,” Her father’s voice filled with anger now. “A damned good man.”

“No,” she whispered, shaking her head. “I’m asking him to live with me. I can’t live in a bubble anymore. I won’t hide like this. We have three nights until the next party. A party where Fuentes’s spy and his kidnapper are supposed to be in place. Why would he bring in an assassin at this date? Fuentes wants me as insurance. He doesn’t want me dead.”

“But that spy does, Emily.” Her father’s voice rose. “You’re acting like a child now. Don’t you see what’s going on here? You’re being caught between Fuentes and that son of a bitch he works with. There’s no winning here. You don’t have a choice.”

She didn’t take her eyes off Kell.

“Can you protect me outside the safe house?” she asked then. “Without getting yourself killed.”

His gaze flicked to Reno.

“She’s an adult,” Reno answered neutrally. “I can’t force her into the safe house.”

“With help.” He nodded, glancing at Ian.

“We’ll have to pull in the senator’s agent in Atlanta,” Ian answered. “But we can do it. It’s just three days.”

“And give Fuentes a chance to kill her?” her father yelled. “I forbid it. I won’t allow it.”

“You don’t have a choice, Daddy.” She didn’t feel triumph, because Kell’s expression hadn’t changed. If anything, it had grown colder, more distant.

“Kell—” he began.

“She’s right.” His fists were curled at his sides. “If she hides now, the game is over before we find the spy. The only way to finish this is to play it out. We’ll play it out. But you’ll play by my rules,” he informed her. Without expression. Without emotion. “Or I’ll tie you up, gag you, and stuff you in the nearest safe house. Are we clear?”

She nodded sharply. “We’re clear.”

“What do you need, Kell?” Reno asked then.

“He needs a fucking brain,” her father snapped. “Because he’s lost his goddamned mind with her just like every other man does.”

Emily felt her face flame in embarrassment. Her father was enraged, and if the flicker of response in Kell’s gaze was anything to go by, then the cold inner fury he was keeping banked would more than meet it.

“Senator, this isn’t your operation,” Reno reminded him. “You’re the target, not the commander.”

“I outrank you.”

“Not in this instance.” Reno never raised his voice, but it firmed, grew harder. “Stand down, sir.”

“Emily, this is foolish.” He buried his hands in his hair and grimaced tightly. “Just go to the damned safe house.”

“If I go to that safe house then I may as well resign myself to living in it for the rest of my life,” she told him wearily. “Because whether you catch Fuentes or not won’t matter. None of us will ever know if I have the ability to face life myself. And that matters to me, Dad. It matters more to me than you know.”

“You’re not trained,” he snapped back.

“Because I loved you too much to sign up for the training I wanted. And through the years, I’ve loved you too much to fight the hurtful words you throw at me when I’ve tried to stand against you. I’m doing more than standing against you now, Dad. I’m taking what’s mine. And my freedom means more to me than you will ever know. More than either of you will ever know.” She shot Kell a look as icy as the one he was giving her. “It’s easy to mouth platitudes when it suits you,” she told him. “Now, let’s see if you can put your money where your mouth is.”

His eyes flicked over her before pausing at her stomach then rose to meet hers once again. “I’ve already done that, Emily. Now let’s see if you can learn how to follow orders.”

She almost snorted at that. “Follow orders? Kell, I’ve done nothing else for nearly twenty-five years. Following them has never bothered me. Being restrained by them is another thing.”

And she was talking about much more than this mission and he knew it.

Start as you mean to go on, she told herself. Never let them see you sweat, and never back down when you’re right. She was right. She couldn’t risk having Kell see her as anything less than a woman who could aid in her own protection and that of her child, if there was a child.

And that, she guessed, was the whole reason for his distance now. There was the risk now, that she was carrying his baby. That she was walking into danger, refusing protection, and risking not just herself but his child.

Another child after he had already lost the first.

“Let’s get Macey’s intel and discuss how to proceed,” Reno suggested then. “And I would suggest that we do it in more comfortable settings than this foyer.”

“I’m going to need a drink,” her father growled, glowering at her as they turned and headed for the senator’s office.

“It’s too early in the morning for a drink, Dad.”

His brows lifted almost to his hairline. “Little girl, you’re not big enough to tell me when I can drink.”

“No, but I am big enough to tell you to remember your ulcer and your blood pressure. It’s going to take enough of a beating in the next few years, so you might want to baby it a bit right now.”

“And why is that?” he snapped.

Emily paused. “Because I’m not a little girl anymore. And I’m not going to pretend I am, for you or anyone else. I have a feeling that’s not something you’re going to deal with very well.”

She ignored Macey’s mocking, “He’s not the only one.” They stepped into the office and seated themselves.

Emily took a chair, directly across from her father. Kell flashed her a disgruntled expression before sitting on the side of the couch nearest her, with Ian taking the other side. Across from them, Reno and Macey took the other two chairs, with Clint pulling an extra chair in slightly behind her father.

“We can do this civilly?” Reno asked them all.

Her father glowered. Kell stared back with what Emily was beginning to suspect was icy fury.

A smile tugged at Reno’s lips. “Good then. I’m glad we all agree. Now, let’s see what we can do to throw a monkey wrench in Fuentes’s and his spy’s little game. It’s time to bring them down.”
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ELATION SURGED THROUGH DIEGO. IT was more exhilarating than any drug, pumping hard and fast through his bloodstream and nearly leaving him weak as he stared at the message on his PDA.

I agree.

Two little words. Such a simple phrase and yet it brought tears to his eyes, causing him to blink furiously to hold back his emotions.

He had given his son only the barest help in the past weeks, only enough to keep the girl alive but never enough to lead him to the bastard currently pinching at Diego’s nerves.

It was the perfect plan. The perfect weapon to eliminate the man who would see everything Diego had worked for destroyed.

He wasn’t a terrorist. He ran drugs and weapons, prostitutes and black market items. Terrorism wasn’t good for such commerce. It broke the financial backs of the very people he depended upon for his livelihood. His spy, and the terrorist Sorrell, would use generations of groundwork to destroy not just the Fuentes cartel, but the freedom the Americans enjoyed to buy his drugs, his weapons, and his women.

I agree.

Diego stared at the message for long moments before sending his own. He had to play this carefully. He couldn’t seem too eager, too excited. That would be a sign of weakness.

Your brother in arms secure. Proceed to Andover party. Delgado to be advised.

Diego had placed Delgado, his most trusted man, in D.C. to watch his son’s back. It would all come together soon. Sorrell had demanded the death of not just the senator, but this SEAL team as well. This team that included Diego’s only surviving son. The bastard’s demands were insolent, arrogant.

He had demanded it as though Diego were one of his underlings. As though he had the right to demand such things from him.

Snarling in silent fury, Diego turned to the monitor set up in the office he used. There, in the hidden cell, lay the friend his son was willing to sell his soul for.

What would it be like, he wondered then, to command such loyalty? To have such a friend that he would turn his back even on his beliefs to save him?

Diego had never known such loyalty. But that man in the cell, naked, shuddering in the throes of Diego’s latest attempt to break him with the last remaining doses of the date rape drug, that man knew a loyalty of which Diego only dreamed.

“You will dress our friend.” He nodded to the monitor as he spoke to Saul. “Feed him. Strengthen him enough to aid the boy if it is needed when they come for him. Delgado will kidnap the girl and bring her here. We will have Sorrell and our Mr. White in one place for our SEALs to collect.”

“Will you tell him that the girl will be kidnapped?” Saul asked. “Without his cooperation, it may not be possible to take her.”

Diego shook his head slowly. “This part I do not control. And there will be no way he and his friends can stop it. This man, our spy, the girl trusts too well. Our friend Mr. White will bring her here, unharmed, as he has been ordered, for this Sorrell to collect. When they arrive, our captive will not be drugged, and he will remember the torture Mr. White has inflicted upon him. There will be no escape for White once he has been rescued. Be sure to place the girl in his cell when she arrives. She may need the additional protection.” Diego ran his finger thoughtfully over his lips. “The moment the girl is taken, you will send the coordinates of this place to my son. He will then take care of the rest.”

“Can you trust him, Diego?” Saul’s voice whispered what was his innermost fear.

Diego stared back at his friend and most trusted advisor.

“I can do nothing but take the chance,” he said with a heavy sigh. “It is too late to start over, to train another son, to worry for his safety and give him the freedom he will need to grow confident. We shall see, Saul. But we shall also protect our own backs. My son tries to make it appear as though he has no weakness, but all men know weakness, I have only to find his.”

“Should I contact Delgado?” Saul asked then.

Diego shook his head slowly. “I will contact him. He will know his orders have come directly from me and that he is to follow them implicitly. From here on out, Saul, this game is in earnest. There is no room for error, and there are no second chances. We can allow no mistakes from this point forward.”

Saul nodded in agreement, but his gaze was worried. Just as Diego was worried, despite the façade he presented. Worried that others could have learned about his son; perhaps this was even why Sorrell was targeting this team. To flush out Diego’s weakness. To have something to hold against him in the negotiations he was attempting to undertake for control of the cartel’s networks. A control Diego must not allow.

A control his son would not allow.


 

 

 

 

Twenty-one

 

 

EMILY WAS CERTAIN SHE SHOULDN’T have been surprised to find Kira waiting for them, in Emily’s apartment no less.

She was sprawled on the couch, a bag of Emily’s favorite cookies in her lap and the television turned to one of the foreign-language channels she loved so much.

Her long black hair was pulled high into a ponytail that allowed heavy curls to tumble well past her shoulders. Her face was makeup free and she still looked like a million bucks. She wore faded, ripped jeans and a wrinkled camisole top and still managed to appear fashionable. But the gun at her side ruined the image of the lazy, discontented socialite.

“About time you two showed up.” Her voice was pitched low as Kell closed and locked the door behind them. “Where’s that tall, buff, and completely antisocial hunk who lives on the other side?”

Ian?

“Why is my best friend and next-door neighbor sitting on my couch, eating my cookies, and watching my TV? And why is she doing it with a gun?”

As though she wasn’t damned good at guessing. The guess was getting ready to piss her off. She had just endured more time than she considered excusable with a silent, uncommunicative SEAL. The other, Ian, had been vaguely amused but not so much that he was willing to break the silence.

Emily hadn’t gotten to sit in the copilot’s seat this time, and she hadn’t been able to flirt with the pilot or Kell. And she sure as hell hadn’t been able to relieve the frustrating pain of this suddenly cold attitude she was receiving from the man who had been her lover.

Had been. Because it was going to be—oh, at least a good couple of hours before she tried to jump his bones again. She shot him a silent glare before turning back to Kira.

“Explanations, if you please,” she suggested to Kira wearily, shaking her head as she trudged toward the bedroom. “And you can make them without grouch-ass there glowering at both of us.”

Kira rose to her feet, winked at Kell, gave him a perky little wave of her fingers then followed Emily into the bedroom.

“Well. I have to say. You have totally outlived my expectations of your ability to handle that piece of man flesh,” Kira drawled as she closed the door behind her.

Emily was certain Kell heard every word.

She snorted. “Yeah. Right. I’m handling him really well. He hasn’t spoken to me in hours and he’s so damned cold he’s about to give me frostbite.”

“Cold?” Kira paused in front of the door, her hand waving in front of her face in a brief gesture of heat. “Baby. Those eyes are burning and those jeans are bulging. Trust me, that man is ready to rock and roll in the hardest of ways.”

Emily sniffed with offended pride. “Then he can rock and roll by himself.” For a few hours anyway.

Turning her back on Kira she threw her small bag to the bed, then sat down on the mattress and breathed out heavily.

“Now why the hell are you in my house?”

“Eating your cookies, watching your television, and ogling your man?” Kira suggested helpfully.

“With a gun?”

“Oh yeah. There is that gun.” Slender shoulders shrugged. “I flew home last night on a Homeland Security flight and camped out on your couch, just to see if anyone got curious or whatever while you were gone.”

Emily fell back on the bed, stared up at the ceiling, and tried not to feel betrayed. She didn’t succeed. She did feel betrayed. She had known Kira for two years now and had never suspected that she was an agent for Homeland, or that Emily was an assignment rather than a friendship.

“You’re an agent for HS.” It wasn’t a question. “How did Dad manage to pull that one off? To get you here on such an extended mission?”

“Because he’s on the National Security Committee as well as the Drug Enforcement Committee and several oversight committees. Besides, I live in Atlanta anyway and I’ve been on leave recuperating from a wound for the last eighteen months, so it all worked out.”

Staring at the ceiling wasn’t a bad thing. Emily traced the small butterfly effect of the design above her with her eyes and reminded herself that she wasn’t young enough to be able to excuse a temper tantrum.

But she wanted to throw one. She wanted to scream and rage and demand that every damned one of her father’s minions get the hell out of her life. She’d had enough of them. Was sick to her back teeth of them.

She had that pesky friendship thing to deal with where Kira was concerned though. And that damned sex thing with Kell. She couldn’t exactly tell them to piss off, now could she?

“You’ve lived here for two years,” she pointed out to Kira.

“Yep. I have.” Kira’s weight settled on the other side of the bed before she laid back as well, her head settling against the mattress several inches from Emily’s. “Your dad suggested the condo when he found out I was looking to move from my dark little apartment in town. The rest was added extras.”

“I knew there was a reason I shouldn’t like you.” Emily wanted to pout, but she hadn’t really pouted in years, and the effort to remember how just seemed too draining right now.

“Yeah, you gave it a good fight.” Kira chuckled. “But I’m persistent. Besides, we are friends, Emily. I’m a good friend to have too. I know how to use a gun.”

“So do I.”

Silence met her statement.

“Cool.” It was obvious by Kira’s tone that she didn’t believe her.

“Mac Tackett’s indoor shooting range and proficiency challenge,” Emily stated.

She felt Kira’s head turn, felt her eyes watching her.

“Senator didn’t tell me about that,” Kira mused.

“The senator doesn’t know. His lackeys did. But it’s amazing how Mac can convince those big guys that they would heartily dislike losing a member.”

“Uh-huh. I know Mac.” Kira turned her head back. “Well, I was watching your back then.”

“You were following orders.”

Kira was quiet for long moments. “I was your friend as well, Emily.”

Friendship. Relationships. There was a twist to all of hers that she was finding unacceptable. Everyone loved her as long as she was agreeable. Everyone but herself. And now that she wasn’t agreeable anymore? What now?

“Don’t ever come into my home like this again,” Emily told her, feeling the resolve that began to harden inside her. “Not without my permission or my knowledge.”

Kira sighed heavily. “Unless ordered to?”

“If ordered, you better inform Dad you’re going to need hazard pay. Because next time, I’ll make you wish you had waited on the front steps.”

She should get up. She should shower. She should see about fixing lunch, because she was hungry. But she lay there instead, stared at the ceiling and tried not to think about guns, bullets, and knives coming out of the dark.

“I bet I could take you,” Kira decided suddenly. The feel of her head turning had Emily restraining her smile.

“It would be interesting to find out.” Emily nodded. “I might look like a marshmallow, but I’ve been taking some self-defense lessons.”

“Research huh?” Kira was laughing.

“Gator Jack’s Roundhouse.” She loved Gator Jack, mud wrestling, and gutter fighting. She’d learned quite a bit over the last few years while sneaking in there between bodyguards.

Okay, she might not be able to take a Homeland agent in a face-to-face fight, but there was a chance she could break a hold, and she knew how to run really fast.

“You’re scary,” Kira murmured. “Your father has no idea how scary you are.”

“Neither does Kell.” Emily smiled in satisfaction. “He got turned on by the holstered gun and knife garters though.”

Satisfaction edged through her at the memory of that one.

“Speaking of your hard body,” Kira drawled. “Why’s he mad?”

“He forgot to use a condom last night.” Emily frowned up at the ceiling. That had to be the problem.

“Did you remind him?”

“He reminded me. And I didn’t care.” She frowned at that. “Maybe I was supposed to care?”

She turned her head and stared into Kira’s surprised expression.

“Krieger did it without protection?” she fairly whispered. “That’s damned surprising. I’ve read his file and I did some light investigating when I heard Durango Team would be on this op. He’s a fanatic about protection. Paranoid about it.”

“Uh-huh,” Emily murmured, with a sharp sigh of agreement as she turned back to her perusal of the ceiling.

“Wow.” Kira shifted on the bed, still watching her. “So, we’re still friends, huh?”

“No.” Emily shook her head. “I hate skinny bitches. I keep telling you that.”

A snort of laughter left the other woman. “And I hate curvy little pocket Venuses, but I put up with your rounded ass.”

“Bite me.”

“Not even on a dare. You might enjoy it.”

They were giggling like teenagers when the bedroom door opened and Kell stood framed in the doorway, staring at them both with a heavy frown.

“If you two can tear yourselves off the bed, Ian’s here. We need to go over plans for the next three days and get ready for the Andover party.”

“See?” Emily muttered. “Frostbite.”

Kira sighed in commiseration. “I had hopes for ya, girlfriend.”

“So did I. So did I.”

 

 

HE WAS FURIOUS WITH HIMSELF. Furious with Emily, and fighting back the need to do a little private hunting. The type of hunting that found a SEAL with a sniper rifle and Diego Fuentes’s forehead in his sights. Fuentes and his unknown fucking spy. God help the bastard if Macey ever figured out who he was, because Kell swore he was going to gut him himself.

He enforced his self-control, restrained the need to shift, to stretch the muscles that seemed to itch for action beneath his flesh, and to use the erection torturing him.

Use it on one stubborn, independent, willful little redheaded fox who was close to driving him insane.

God, he felt sorry for the bodyguards who came before him. Those men must have spent untold hours packing heat and fighting to keep up with Emily all at once. It just wasn’t possible.

She was like the wind. Wild. Free. Her presence caressed his flesh even when she wasn’t touching him and that was damned dangerous. Especially now.

His glance slid along her body, touched on her rounded little belly, and his heart did that melting thing in his chest again. Where it got hot. Where it raced. Where it clenched with emotions he suddenly found himself unable to deal with. Emotions that had torn through his soul the minute he had pumped his seed inside her.

She was unprotected. The chances of getting her pregnant would only grow if he continued with that madness. He couldn’t allow it to happen again. He couldn’t take the chance. God help him if the pregnancy test he intended to get for her before that damned party came back positive. Because he didn’t know if he could go through with it. If he could let her risk her life and their child’s life, no matter the situation.

Now, he watched her as she moved back into the living room with Kira. The sight of her lying back on that bed, giggling with the other woman, had filled his guts with irrational jealousy.

He wanted to be lying there with her. He wanted to hear her laughter, feel the warmth that was so much a part of her, that heated the icy reaches of his spirit that had so long been alone.

And yet, it was his own fault he hadn’t been there beside her. The need to defend against what could happen was ripping his insides apart. He had to push it back. He had to control it or he would forever destroy whatever fragile feelings she was developing for him now.

He needed her love. He was certain he had been winning it until this morning. Until he forced back the emotions pushing at his soul in order to do the job he knew he had to do.

He had to let his woman aid in her own defense. The very thing he had been so certain he needed in a woman. Her ability to face adversity. To help him protect her. To be strong enough to stay alive if he wasn’t with her. Because there would be times he wasn’t with her. Times when he would be doing his job. She would have to do hers. Protect herself and their children.

God, what the hell had he been thinking?

His fists clenched at his side at the insanity of having a woman as frighteningly independent as this one. She was never going to stand behind him. She would always stand beside him as he fought to keep her from stepping in front of him.

“Ian,” Kira drawled when neither he nor Ian spoke.

The other man lounged against the bar separating the living room from the kitchen. His elbows were braced on the bar behind him, his tall, leanly muscled body appearing relaxed. But like Kell, he had been anything but relaxed once Kira stepped into the room.

“Kira.” Ian nodded, his expression faintly mocking. “I like the black hair. It suits you better than the other colors I’ve seen you wearing.”

She grimaced and rolled her eyes as Emily watched with interest.

“So, what do you two big strong boys have planned?” Kira asked as she stepped past Ian into the kitchen and moved to the refrigerator.

She pulled a bottle of beer from inside, twisted off the cap, and brought it to her lips as Ian turned to watch her.

“A steel cage, whips, and velvet restraints,” Ian drawled, surprising Kell with the fact that Ian was dead-stone serious.

“For us, I imagine.” Kira smirked. “Keep wishing, sailor, and you might get as close as a dream.”

Ian snorted.

Emily shook her head as she moved to the couch and curled into the corner.

She was tired. He could see it in her face, the shadows beneath her eyes, the paleness of her skin. He had kept her up long into the night. Though he had forgotten the condom only once, he had been by no means sated.

He still wasn’t sated.

“The Andover party takes place in less than three days,” Kell reminded them all. “We’re all together and we know who is who and what is what.” He looked between Kira and Emily. “We can’t leave anything to chance. This is Emily’s last party of the season and it’s a big one. Our contact says Fuentes won’t wait any longer. It’s a definite that the man he sent to do the kidnapping will be there.”

He watched as Emily’s face seemed to pale further, but she lifted her chin defiantly as her gaze glittered back in anger.

“Jansen Clay and his wife, Elaine, will be there. Their daughter was one of the girls kidnapped the last time as well. Has Dad let him know what’s going on?”

Jansen was one of her father’s friends from his SEAL days and once a part of the elite covert operations team the senator had led.

“We’re not informing anyone.” Kell shook his head firmly. “The only thing anyone knows outside the team, your father, and the admiral, is that you’re going to be at the party. Period.”

Emily nodded. It had been years since she had seen Jansen. He was several years younger than her father, and very influential within D.C. and the Pentagon. His work with the CIA and Homeland Security also made him a very good friend to have. He would be hurt when he learned her father was conducting an operation without him. But then again, so would the rest of her father’s team who were still alive.

She watched Kell, letting her gaze be caught by his as he continued to stare at her. He hadn’t taken his eyes off her since she had returned to the living room.

“Ian, return Miss Porter to her condo and bring her up to speed on where we are now. Get your information together and we’ll meet back here tomorrow evening to figure this out. Emily’s too tired for this.”

Too tired, her rear. He was horny, that was why he was sending Ian and Kira away. He obviously thought she cared about that steel-and-iron rod he was carrying around in his jeans.

“Gotcha, Kell.” Ian’s smile was knowing, while Kira just shook her head and winked back at Emily with heavy suggestiveness before she followed Ian to the door.

“Girlfriend, good luck.” Kira waggled her brows suggestively. “And remember, man candy is hard to come by. Enjoy it while it’s willing.”

Enjoy it while it’s willing. Emily snorted at the thought as she flashed Kell an irritated glance. It would be okay if the willing candy was just a tad bit easier to get along with when he got his own shorts in a wad. It wasn’t like she had forgotten the rubber.

As Ian and Kira passed through the door, Kell caught it with his hand and closed it with a bang. Emily’s brows arched as he turned his back to her, set the alarm, then faced her once again.

He crossed his arms over his chest and a dark brooding frown creased his brow. Oh yeah, willing man candy. How could she have missed that one?

“You know, you could save yourself all this ill temper quite easily,” she told him mockingly.

His nostrils flared and his frown deepened. “And how would you I suggest I do that?”

She lifted her shoulders in a dismissing shrug. “Don’t forget the rubbers next time; then you won’t have to worry about all your powerful little soldiers roaming around untended.”

Emily didn’t think his expression could have darkened more. But it did.

“You think I’m upset because I forgot to wear a rubber?” he grated out.

“What else would I think?” She uncurled her legs and rose to her feet. “You’ve been like an ill-tempered bear all day. To my knowledge the only thing I could have done to piss you off was my inability to say no while you were buried inside me.”

His gaze flared. Darkened.

“I’m not angry over the condom.” A muscle flicked in his jaw. “Not that I’m pleased with my own lack of self-control.”

She nodded as though in understanding. “Yeah. I can see where that would bother you.”

“I’m in love with you, Emily.”

“Control would impor—” She stopped. Blinked. “What did you say?”

“I’m guessing I’ve been in love with you for years.” He gave his head a hard, furious shake. “You think your father spied on you over the years? You should have seen me skulking around your apartment and then this condo. Following you to the library and to school and back and telling myself it was just because I didn’t have anything better to do. And knowing all along that I was lying to myself.”

Emily suddenly felt off balance, as though she had stepped into a reality that made no sense to her. This was the same Kell she had known for so long. The one she had lusted for, ached for, fantasized about. The one she had fallen in love with, and suddenly he was the man she had dreamed of.

“I don’t understand.” She shook her head jerkily. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I couldn’t tell myself, Emily.” He pushed his fingers through his hair as he kept a careful distance between them. “I couldn’t admit to myself that I was so desperate for you that I was worse than any stalker could have been. Because I was so damned scared of losing you. Then Fuentes took you.” A grimace contorted his face as his fists clenched at his sides for long seconds. “When he took you I went insane. When I crashed inside that dirty little shack and saw you, pumped on that damned Whore’s Dust and trying so hard to keep the other girls calm, a part of me knew I couldn’t run any longer.”

She didn’t remember it. Over the past months, there had been vague memories, shifts in the darkness of her mind about that time, but never anything solid.

“I knew when the limo was forced off the road that you would come for me,” she told him then. “I remember that much. Something inside me said that you would save me.”

“I saved you.” His eyes were so dark they were like gems glittering in his face as he came to her then, his hands framing her face, his thumbs smoothing over her lips. “But you were fighting to save yourself as well. You didn’t cower, and when I saw that, you stole the rest of my heart, Emily. My little fox, you made me burn for you until I thought I’d turn to ash.”

Emily felt her lips tremble, felt the emotion surging through her soul at his revelations.

“Then why are you so angry?”

“I’m not angry, chère,” he whispered. “I have to protect you. Soon it will all be over. I have to keep my head clear. I have to keep enough distance to make certain there are no mistakes made. I survived Tansy’s death and the death of the child she carried. But Emily, if I lost you, I don’t know if I could survive.”

She saw that in his eyes now. Saw it in his earlier actions. He had been distancing himself from his emotions, not from her. Always watching. Tense. Ready.

Dear God, what she had done in forcing him to return here, in refusing to hide?

“I’ll hide,” she cried brokenly. “We’ll go to the safe house.” She could feel her lips trembling, feel the fear for him suddenly overwhelming her. “Whatever you want to do.”

There was no ice in those green eyes now. They were darker, somber, filled with hunger and torment.

He shook his head as his arm closed around her hips and tightened, jerking her up to him, while the fingers of the other slid into her hair and gripped the strands with sensual force.

“No fear,” he growled, his head lowering until his lips were nearly, almost but not quite, touching hers. “Show no fear, Emily. I’ll get us through this.”

“Don’t.” She shook her head at the dark confidence she saw in him now. “You don’t have to go to the Andover mansion. We’ll go to the safe house. I’ll hide. I promise, Kell.” Her nails dug into his shoulders in desperation. “I’ll hide.”

For him. She would do anything, even forget her own freedom, to protect him.

He didn’t answer her. His lips touched hers, his gaze held hers. Like rough velvet stroking over her lips, he caressed and tormented, refusing to deepen the contact despite the parting of her lips.

“I’ll protect you, Emily.” A hint of Cajun spice entered his voice. “There’s no hiding. We both know that.”

Because he had tried to hide his wife years ago, she knew. He had tried and his enemies had found her.

“Tell me what to do.” Her breath hitched brokenly. “Tell me how to keep you safe.”

He froze, staring down at her as his pupils dilated and something akin to shock entered his gaze.

“Little fox.” His fingers slid from her hair to cup her cheek, his thumb brushing over her lips. “Just be you. Stubborn. Wild. Alive. I’ll do the rest.”

She tried to shake her head again, tried to deny that it would take so little to protect him.

“Come, chère.” His lips touched hers again, embraced the lower curve before moving to the top one. “Be wild with me for now. Later. Later is for taking care, eh?”

Before she could do more than whimper he was gripping her hair again, pulling her head back, and his lips were taking what he needed as he lifted her into his arms and carried her to the bedroom.

Taking and giving. Passion, hunger, heat, and need. And love. She could feel the love, hot and desperate, binding them now, though unspoken and guarded.

It filled each touch. It drew her muscles tight with pleasure and sensitized each cell of flesh covering her body. Like whipping lashes of sensation the pleasure snaked around her, through her, sinking past her clothing and her skin to her very soul.

She twisted against him, her fingers sliding into his hair, gripping it, trying to pull him closer as their lips and tongues interlocked, tangled.

Desperate moans filled the room as clothing was shed. His boots, her shoes. Her jeans and panties in one smooth stroke of his hands. His jeans and underwear, her movements jerky and desperate.

He tore her shirt from her shoulders. He was going to have to start replacing her clothes soon. In turn, she ripped the buttons from his shirt and pushed it over his powerful shoulders.

Flesh to flesh now. She cried out into his kiss, nipped at his lips as her nipples raked over his chest. Sizzling sensation tore across her nerve endings. Burned them. She twisted closer, desperate for more as she pushed him toward the bed.

“Mine,” she moaned ruthlessly as they fell to the mattress and she fought to roll from beneath him. “My turn.”

She rose above him, panting for air, straddling his hard thighs as her head lowered for more of his drugging kisses. To taste his lust and his need.

Her pussy was wet. So wet she could feel the damp warmth coating the folds as it rubbed against his cock head. The thick crest was velvety soft, steel hard, throbbing. Hot. It slid through the slit of her pussy, caressed her clit, and had her gasping for breath as she knelt above him.

She thought she had things well in hand, so to speak. She thought she could control the need spiraling inside her. She was convinced she could. Until he filled his hands with her breasts, lifted his head, and captured one hard, straining nipple.

Emily’s back arched, her head falling back on her shoulders as her hips rolled, and in a single hard thrust, she impaled herself on the straining length of his cock.

A frantic mewling cry left her throat as bursts of pleasure and fire stretched her inner muscles to their limit and exposed the ultrasensitive nerve endings to the fierce heat of his erection.

“Prends-le. Take it,” he snarled, his head pushing back into the pillow as he ground his hips upward, stroking her clit, pushing deeper inside her. “Is this what you want?”

He pulled back then plunged deep, impaling her with a ferocity that had her shaking on the edge of orgasm. “Take it, chère, take all of me.”

“Yes. Yes. I want that.” She twisted in his grip, writhed above him as she pressed her hands into his chest for purchase and rolled her hips against him.

He held her still, pulled back, and slammed inside her again before retreating completely.

“Oh God. Kell. No.” Her nails dug into his chest as he fumbled for the condom he had laid on the bedside table and quickly sheathed his raging erection.

“Easy there, chère,” he groaned hoarsely. “Hold for me, jolie, eh. I’ll give us both more, bébé.”

He fit the wide crest against the entrance to her pussy, paused, then began to push inside her with a slow, agonizingly rapturous thrust. He impaled her by degrees, ignoring her cries, ignoring his own violent need.

His expression was consumed with lust. Emily forced herself to watch him, forced her eyes open. She didn’t want to forget a moment of it. She wanted the memory with her forever.

This was the part of Kell he kept so carefully hidden. His large body flexing, his thrusts driving deep inside her, his eyes gazing back at her in a surfeit of emotion and hunger. His eyes glittered, deep, dark, an emerald green so intense they glowed within his sun-darkened face and the midnight shadow of a beard.

As she gazed down at him, her breathing came sharp and irregular from the pleasure of the thrusts inside her. The burning pleasure, the building tension in her womb, the rake of his pelvis against the tight knot of her clit. The sensations inflamed her, consumed her.

“So silky and hot,” he whispered, staring up at her, his voice guttural. “I can feel your pussy stroking me, Emily. Tightening on me. So tight and liquid hot I could burn inside you.”

His rough tone had her womb clenching.

“You like this, eh?” he asked her with a tight smile. “Hearing what you do to me. Knowing you can burn my soul to ashes.”

His voice. Oh God, his voice destroyed her even as the hard thrusts inside her stroked her closer to orgasm.

“Feel this, Emily.” He surged inside her, paused, held still as his cock throbbed within the clenching heat of her pussy. “Feel what you do to me, bébé. Even sheathed in a condom I feel your sweet heat, chère. The clench of your pussy—” He groaned then, jerked and thrust deeper inside her. “Sweet heaven. Save me.”

Before she could stop him he rolled her to her back, his arms coming beneath her shoulders as he held her to him, his hard body surrounding her, securing her before he began pounding inside her. Desperately. Working his cock in quick, hard strokes as she felt the explosions begin to tear through her.

She was taken. Overwhelmed. She was lost within the inferno of his possession and within seconds arching against his thrusts as her orgasm unraveled inside her.

Radiant heat poured through her veins as she screamed his name, her arms wrapped around his back, her thighs clasping his as he stiffened above her and began to shudder with his own release.

“Love you, Emily.” The declaration was no more than a breath amid her wails of ecstasy, whispered at her ear, tearing into her soul.

They were dragged from him unbidden, pushing from within his soul, and all the more precious for the fact that she could feel his control weakening even as she felt his cock jerking in release inside her.

He wasn’t ready to give her his emotions freely. Not yet. As she held him to her, feeling his sweat-slick flesh rippling beneath the tension in his shoulders, she knew he wasn’t ready to face the emotions.

He was so strong. So sure. Always so certain, but she was learning that Kell didn’t deal well with a perceived weakness. And he perceived his emotions for her as a weakness. A risk.

“I love you, Kell,” she whispered tearfully against his chest, knowing he owned not just her heart but her soul. He filled her. He completed her. “I love you so much.”

Emily tried to catch her breath as her legs slid from Kell’s thighs and her arms loosened their death grip. Her heart was racing out of control, her own emotions in chaos, as he slowly eased from her and rolled to her side.

“You’re going to kill me,” he growled as he fought to catch his own breath. But his arm still came around her as she moved to drape herself across his chest. And that took effort, because her muscles were still mush.

Instantly, his warmth, his vitality, wrapped around her. Strength. Determination. He was such a powerful force that she wondered how he managed to maintain the control over himself that he did.

Or perhaps it was his control, the very essence of who he was, that created that vitality. Some men were naturally restrained. Strong, arrogant, determined men. Men who knew their strength and understood their own limits.

Kell had known the horrifying realization that he wasn’t Superman. That sometimes the odds were against him, and he had learned at a very young age the fatal results of being on the wrong side of the odds.

The odds had to be with them, she prayed as he pulled her against his chest and surrounded her with the warmth and strength of his body. They had to be, because God help her if she lost him.


 

 

 

 

Twenty-two

 

 

IT WAS LATE WHEN KELL and Emily left the bed to head to the kitchen for a late dinner. As Emily turned on the low living room lights and moved into the kitchen, AC/DC’s “Hells Bells” sounded from Kell’s cell phone, drawing a smile from her lips.

She should have guessed the dark, hard lyrics and music of that particular group would appeal to Kell. Though she knew his music tastes were eclectic, simply because of the CDs he carried in the Bronco parked in the driveway.

“Come on over then. Use the patio entrance and try not to create a damned traffic jam,” she heard Kell mutter. “This is insane.”

She turned as he disconnected and stared back at her with offended male irritation.

“Who’s creating the traffic jam?” she asked as she glanced down at the clothes she wore. Loose cotton pants and Kell’s T-shirt—because she wanted to keep his scent wrapped around her.

“Your father.” His voice simmered with frustration. “Admiral Holloran and Captain Malone.”

“Captain Malone?” She frowned as she pulled the deli-wrapped sandwich meat from the refrigerator before reaching in for the rest of the sandwich fixings. “That’s Nathan Malone’s uncle. He was with Dad and Uncle Sam before he left the SEALs.”

The three men had been part of an elite strike force, along with two others. One had died several years back, but Jansen Clay, one of her father’s best friends, and the father of one of the girls kidnapped with Emily, was still close to him as well.

As she laid out the sandwich ingredients a frown flitted between her brows at the thought of the men. Why would Jordan Malone be with her father and the admiral?

She dreaded seeing him. She still felt vaguely responsible for the SEAL who had died rescuing her. When she had learned that SEAL was Nathan Malone, her grief had been nearly unbearable.

He was Kell’s age, but she had known him all her life, just as she had known Risa Clay all her life. Risa was still in the hospital, her young mind damaged by the effects of the Whore’s Dust she had been given during her kidnapping.

Jansen hadn’t contacted her since the rescue, and she hadn’t seen him or Risa. The doctors were allowing only supervised visits by family members.

“. . . reports that Nathan’s alive.”

Her head jerked up at the sound of his voice.

“What did you say?” She had been so involved with her memories of Risa that she hadn’t caught his last sentence.

He stared back at her, his gaze somber.

“We received a report that Nathan’s still alive and being held by Fuentes’s spy. Pictures were sent to Macey, and it’s definitely Nathan.”

She stilled, the lettuce she had been tearing apart forgotten as shock resounded through her.

“It’s been almost two years,” she whispered.

“Nineteen months, and from the looks of those pictures, Nathan has suffered every day of it.” Fury flashed in Kell’s eyes, and Emily knew that if he ever managed to get his hands on whoever was spying for Fuentes, the man would die. Painfully.

“How could a spy hold Nathan that long?” She shook her head in confusion. Nathan wasn’t a weak man. He was one of the strongest she knew. “And where?”

“Where, we don’t know.” He pushed his fingers restlessly through his long hair as a tight, feral grimace twisted his features. “We’ll find him though.”

Her lips parted in surprise at the violence that gleamed in his eyes before her head jerked to the patio doors and the soft knock on the outside glass.

Kell turned out the living room lights before checking outside then opening the panel wide enough for the men to slip through.

Her father was first, followed by the admiral, Captain Malone, and then the rest of the SEAL team Kell was working with.

They all looked at the bar where Emily was laying out the food.

“Help yourselves to sandwiches.” She waved her hand at the mounds of lunch meat and vegetables before setting out two loaves of bread from the cabinet and pulling a gallon of sweet tea from the inside of the refrigerator. It was a good thing she’d gone grocery shopping before heading to D.C.

She hadn’t seen Jordan Malone in years. He was several years younger than her father; he would be forty-five or so. He had just signed on to her father’s team the year her father had been wounded and forced into a training position.

His hair was still mostly black, though there was more gray than she had noticed last time. He stood a little over six feet, with dark grayish-blue eyes and a hawklike expression. Texas born and raised, he had a rough-and-ready demeanor, even now.

He was a childless widower and she knew he had loved his nephew as though he were his own child. The report of Nathan’s death had hit him hard.

As Emily set out the paper plates and large plastic cups she kept for the rare instances that she had company, she watched the men who filled her living room, along with Kira. They were hard, dangerous men, but they were men whose expressions were also tempered with compassion and friendship.

Helping themselves to sandwiches and sweet tea, they pulled the available kitchen chairs into the living room, arranged them around the living room, and sat down to go over the details of the information they had on Fuentes, his spy, and the missing SEAL they had all grieved for.

The pictures Macey’s contact had sent were horrifying. It was Nathan, but if wasn’t the Nathan Emily had once known. His large powerful body was rangy and thin now, his ribs standing out beneath the flesh of his abdomen. His face was swollen, bruised. Fresh wounds were cut into his legs, arms, and chest. His face was barely recognizable, and his eyes, deep, deep sapphire-blue eyes, were glazed and bright with violence.

“We’ve received a little more information from Judas,” Macey muttered as the pictures were spread over the coffee table. “The last transmission was several hours ago. We tracked it here, to Atlanta, but that’s as far as I’ve managed to get. He’s been pumped up with Whore’s Dust during his captivity. The spy, who we’ve only been able to identify as Mr. White, is determined to break him. He thinks if he can make Nathan break his marriage vows by screwing another woman, even under the influence of drugs, then Nathan will break and give him the information he wants.”

“And what does he want?” Jordan’s voice was lethal, rasping with fury.

“Information.” Macey sighed as he wiped his hand over his harsh, weary face. “Nathan was one of the elite, as you know, Jordan. He had information very few men have. So far, he hasn’t broken, but our Mr. White thinks it’s only a matter of time.”

Emily flinched as she sat on the floor beside Kell’s chair. That name, Mr. White. She frowned, feeling the dark areas of her mind shifting, shadows within shadows and a haunting cry. Who was crying?

“Okay?” Kell’s hand settled on her shoulder as she nodded quickly.

The doctors had been confident that those memories were never going to return. They were locked in forever by the effects of that drug.

She lifted her gaze, meeting her father’s eyes as he sat in the chair across from them. His expression was somber, and filled with grief for Nathan, she knew. He had helped train Nathan, had loved him as he had loved all the men he had fought with and trained.

“Our Mr. White gets around,” Jordan spat out with loathing. “He’s managed to betray the identities of several SEALs on mission as well as DEA and Homeland Security agents over the past year alone. He’s feeding Fuentes, but my sources say he’s feeding the terrorist Sorrell as well, and betraying Fuentes with each turn of the knife.”

“He’s also taken out several OHS Agents,” Kira confirmed from where she sat at the bar.

Printouts were laid out on the table from several files. Transmissions and agency reports that had been gathered over several months.

“Fuentes doesn’t deal in terrorism,” Ian muttered then, his ruined voice gravelly and harsh. “The information we’ve gathered says he’s fighting the merger Sorrell is attempting to make.”

“Because it’s not a merger, it’s an overthrow, with Fuentes standing as cover for the terrorist. It takes Fuentes’s power and his control and leaves him vulnerable against the law enforcement agencies searching for him,” Jordan mused, while the others went through the papers, took in the information, then placed them back in the folders.

“So we have Fuentes, his spy Mr. White, and Sorrell all with their little fingers involved in our operation now,” Kell bit out. “Fuentes has definitely sent out a kidnapper. Are there any other threats?”

Emily watched her father flinch before he answered. “There’s information that Sorrell has asked to take possession of Emily once she’s been kidnapped.”

Emily reached up, gripping Kell’s leg where it tensed beside her. She had heard of Sorrell. The unidentified terrorist traded regularly in human flesh. Kidnapped young women whom he kept drugged and used as sex toys within his organization.

“Without Fuentes’s network and his contacts, Sorrell can’t achieve the foothold he wants here in the U.S.,” Macey broke in at that point. “And without Fuentes, Mr. White can’t eliminate the threat the senator is posing.”

“Have we gained any information on what that threat is?” Kell asked.

“Whoever Mr. White is, he’s a known associate of mine,” her father answered, his jaw clenching in anger. “I’ve figured out that much. And he has to be one of the senators or private members of the committees I’m on. The bill I’m trying to get through Congress at the moment focuses on a stronger checks-and-balance system for assuring that those committees aren’t infiltrated by men like Mr. White. The bill has an investigative plan attached to it. If it’s passed by the Senate, then Mr. White won’t be able to hide any longer.”

“Bingo,” Kell muttered. “Then it doesn’t have anything to do with the destruction of the Fuentes compound during the rescue, or the new laws you’re trying to put through against the drug suppliers and dealers that are arrested?”

Richard Stanton shook his head wearily. “I suspected that was it, until the last transmission Macey received. Mr. White agreed with Sorrell’s demands that he hold Emily in exchange for my good behavior,” he snarled, his tone cutting. “If it were retaliation, they would have killed her outright by now and that bill is the only thing that could interest Sorrell, Mr. White, and Fuentes all at once.”

Which meant the stakes were much higher than any of them had realized. If Fuentes’s kidnapper actually managed to take her, then she may as well consider her life over.

Kell tightened his hand at Emily’s shoulder briefly as he stared back at the senator, meeting the other man’s gaze directly.

He had to fight to keep from pulling her out now, to steal away to that safe house he knew was available. He would keep her there, protect her himself, shadow her every move. But for how long? Without her, the kidnapper would fade away, and Fuentes would make certain the next strike was one they couldn’t guard against.

As with all his games, he was playing by a predetermined set of rules right now. Keep the queen on the board, and the game would progress. Remove the prize and he would strike immediately.

“Judas is certain the attempt is going to be made at the Andover ball,” Ian said then. “Sorrell and Fuentes’s spy, Mr. White, will be in attendance. There will be over six hundred guests at that party. There’s no way in hell to narrow down who is who in the amount of time we have, even if we did have the information to do it.”

“So we’re walking in blind,” Emily said faintly then, looking at each of the men, as Kell fought to hold back the fury he could feel rising in his gut.

“Durango Team will be at the party,” Reno said then. “All of us will be there before you arrive and our priority is making certain you aren’t taken. Kira Porter has also been assigned to the mission. White won’t have the chance to take you, though he and his cohorts will feel confident enough to make the attempt. Then we’ll have him. And our sources say he will know who White is.”

White. The name clashed inside her head, sending an ache of tension to center behind her eyes. Why the hell did that name keep affecting her?

“Emily?” her father asked then.

She shook her head. “Mr. White.” She worried the name through her mind. “Every time you mention him I swear I get cold chills and a headache.” She rubbed at her brow.

“Whore’s Dust will do that.” Her father grimaced. “You likely heard the name while you were there, sweetheart. It’s a code name Fuentes gave his spy. And Fuentes likes to brag to his victims. That’s probably where you heard it.”

It was a reasonable explanation. She had been in the Fuentes compound nearly forty-eight hours before her rescue; he could have done a lot of bragging in that time.

“The party is in two nights,” Kell stated behind her, his voice dark, the shadow of his Cajun accept barely coloring his words—but the fact that it was there was telling. “There are some things I need. I’ll make a list and give it to Ian tonight.”

“You’ll have everything you need, Kell.” The admiral spoke up at that point. “Myself and Captain Malone have also been invited to the party. We’ll provide what backup we can.”

“What about Jansen Clay?” Emily asked. “He’ll want to help, because of Risa.”

Her father and the admiral shook their heads at once. “This information is need to know only, Emily,” her father said. “As highly as I think of Jansen, I can’t trust his temper. Risa’s in bad shape, from what I hear. He’s as likely to go vigilante as he is to follow orders.”

Daddy! Help me! Emily jerked violently at the cry that tore through her head and the sense of terror that had her coming to her feet, nearly stumbling before Kell rose and caught her in his arms.

“Emily?” he questioned her roughly. “What’s wrong?”

She swallowed tightly, fighting back the burning bile that rose in her throat.

“I’m sorry.” She shook her head fiercely as she fought the revulsion building inside her. “I didn’t meant to do that.” She felt like tearing her hair out in an attempt to tear out the memories.

“It’s the discussion. Talking about it pulls at fractured memories that make no sense.” The admiral’s voice was a vicious growl. “That bastard Fuentes has a lot to answer for.”

Emily nodded jerkily. The doctors and phychologists had pages of information they had given her, enough for a book, on the side effects of the synthetic drug Fuentes’s genius scientist had created. The mad bastard had at least been paranoid enough to keep the secret of how to make it hidden from Fuentes. With his death, the secret had died with him, making the remaining Whore’s Dust a lost commodity on the drug market.

“I’ll be okay.” She pulled back from Kell slowly, avoiding his gaze, feeling weak, ineffective in her own defense now.

“Yes, you will.” His hands tightened on her shoulders before one lifted and moved to her jaw, forcing her to look up at him. “It’s not your fault, Emily.”

She was aware of the other men in the room and the fact that they, along with her father, were witnessing her weakness. And she hated that. It only proved to her father that she wasn’t as strong or as brave as she thought she was.

“I know that.” Her smile was tight as she pulled back. “If you’ll excuse me, I think I need to go wash my face.”

She needed to escape. She needed to regain her composure before she talked any more about Fuentes.

 

KELL WATCHED HER LEAVE, HIS jaw bunching with the effort it took not to follow her, not to comfort her. His head swung around to encompass the men staring back at him thoughtfully before he pushed his fingers through his hair and started after her.

“Kell. Give her a minute,” the senator said, his voice rough. “Just a few minutes.”

Kell jerked around. “Why?”

The other man shook his head. “She’s feeling weak. If you go in there and comfort her, you’ll make her feel weaker, and she’ll hate that.”

“This coming from the man who tries to chain her to any and every controlling asshole he can find?” Kell snapped back furiously. “How would you know what makes her weak or strong?”

Rather than becoming angry, the senator’s lips twitched with an edge of humor.

“Between me and you, son, I knew those controlling assholes didn’t have a chance. Just as I knew that eventually you’d get tired of watching me send them to her and take the job yourself. Just as you’ve done.”

Kell’s eyes narrowed as Richard leaned back in his chair and regarded him with a slight smile.

“She can outshoot most men I know.” He ticked off a finger. “She goes to Gator Jack’s to learn how to fight. She’s nearly talked her shooting instructor into letting her into an open practice range normally reserved for law enforcement and military, and the woman can maneuver through rush-hour traffic like a defensive-driving instructor.” He continued to count off fingers. “She thinks that damned research will help her write a book, when the book is just an excuse to research crap guaranteed to piss me off and make her bodyguards crazy. On top of this, you’ve been following her for the better part of five years whenever you’re home on leave, and you have an annoying habit of threatening her bodyguards whenever you catch them looking at her with anything other than polite interest.”

Kell felt like squirming.

“I may not be in action anymore, son, but I’m not a SEAL for nothing. My daughter is damned strong, but she doesn’t take orders worth a damn. And when it comes to women, neither do you. You two needed a solid kick in your asses years ago. I just gave you one.”

“You couldn’t have predicted this,” Kell snapped, referring to Fuentes’s attempts on Emily.

“No, I didn’t.” The senator breathed out wearily as he shook his head then. “But I didn’t have to. I knew it was just a matter of time before you stepped in anyway.”

Kell stared at the men around him, their efforts to hold back their amusement bringing a snarl to his lips.

“Sit down, Kell.” The admiral waved his hand toward the chair. “Richard’s right. Give the girl a chance to find her composure before you go to her. She’s a woman; better learn now when to comfort her tears and when not to.”

Was she crying? His gaze snapped to the closed door. God help him if she was in there crying alone.

“I can make that an order, Lieutenant,” the admiral reminded him. “Give us ten more minutes, then you can go to her. We still have a few things to discuss here.”

Clenching his fists, Kell sat back down slowly, determined that if he heard so much as a whimper from the bathroom then orders be damned, there wasn’t a chance in hell that he would stay put.

As he breathed out a frustrated sigh, his gaze lifted, locking with Ian’s where he stood behind the senator, leaning casually against the wall. For a moment, just a moment, he could have sworn he saw grief reflected in the other man’s eyes. Not that it would have been the first time he caught that flash of emotion. Just as before it was gone as quickly as it had come, and the ever-present mocking amusement took its place.

“Securing the Andover mansion is going to be a bitch,” Reno said, interrupting Kell’s thoughts, drawing his gaze back to the group and a plan of the house and grounds that Reno was laying on the table. “It’s an old plantation mansion with several wings and additions. There’s no sign of hidden entrances or tunnels, so we’re lucky there.” A Southern plantation home with no hidden tunnels or entrances. Hell, someone had been confident when they built that house.

“What we do have”—Macey sat forward to point to the grounds—“are unfenced grounds, thick woods, and so many damned guests we’re going to want to start taking potshots. Look alive, boys, and I’ll show you what I’ve done.” He rubbed his hands together gleefully then as he glanced at Kell. “I’ve procured a handy little flesh-toned transmitter to attach to Emily. And getting those bad boys wasn’t easy, let me tell you. If—and I stress the if—she’s taken, then we’ll at least have a chance to get her coordinates. It’s called hedging our bets. I’ve also tapped into the Andovers’ security cameras and the Secret Service boys working with us will have monitor duty. We can go over the recordings after the party and see who we can see. We’re going to catch this son of a bitch, and when we do, he’s going to tell us where Nathan is. God help him then, because there won’t be nothin’ of Mr. White left once we get finished with him.”

Violence simmered in the air, flashed in the gazes of each man there. Mr. White, whoever the hell he was, had tortured Nathan to the point that there wasn’t a chance he would ever be the same again.

The laughing Irishman, they had once called him. His mother had come from Ireland with her parents, and Nathan’s grandfather’s accent had influenced Nathan’s speech as a child. With his bright blue eyes and broad, amused smile, he had charmed the women and talked his way out of more trouble than any man had a right to be able to.

His luck had run out when Fuentes captured him though. There was no amusement in the eyes of the man in the photos Macey had printed out. There was madness, rage—death. There was nothing of the man Kell had known and often called a brother.

There would be even less of Emily left if Sorrell managed to get his hands on her. The tales of his tortures, of the lives his women led, were the stuff of nightmares. Fuentes was playing sandbox games compared to Sorrell.

“Judas’s last contact promised backup if she is taken,” Macey stated. “Whether we can trust him or not, I’m not saying. I know in the last two years, he’s not screwed us over yet.”

“She won’t be taken,” Kell informed them all, the guttural tone of his voice almost shocking him. “We cover her and she won’t be taken. Then we’ll watch the security recordings Macey takes and we’ll find the bastard there. Emily is not to be left undefended.”

“We’ll protect Emily and we’ll find Nathan,” Ian said then. “No matter the cost.”

“No matter the cost,” they repeated.

But the edge in Ian’s voice had Kell’s gaze returning to him once again. Nathan had been Ian’s closest friend, even as a teenager, and Kell knew Ian had grieved harder than the rest of them when they lost the other man.

Ian would die for any of his brothers, but for Nathan, he would have sold his own soul. A chill raced up Kell’s spine at the thought. If Ian got to Mr. White or Sorrell before the rest of the team managed to pull him off them, God only knew what would happen.


 

 

 

 

Twenty-three

 

 

NIGHTMARES TWISTED THROUGH EMILY’S DREAMS that night, making her sleep restless despite Kell’s best attempts to help her rest. When she awoke the next morning she was tired and cranky, and the nervous panic filling her stomach made her feel weaker than ever.

She hated this feeling. She had never known true fear until Fuentes kidnapped her, and since then, she had sworn she would never feel it again. Now, the closer the Andover party came, the more the nerves twisted in her stomach and the more upset her nightmares left her.

Because she couldn’t remember them. They were right there at the edge of her memory as she awoke, but they never slid from the shadows enough for her to grasp them.

And they had never left her fighting with the sick feeling of panic that rose within her this morning.

Tomorrow night, they would arrive at the Andover ball, and she had a feeling that whatever happened there, nothing would ever be the same again.

Shaking her head at the thought, Emily finished her shower before quickly drying her hair and dressing in a pair of soft cotton shorts and a matching camisole top. The light material was cool and comfortable, clothes she normally wore when she was arranging research notes on her computer and plotting her books.

She glanced at the laptop as she left her bedroom, and breathed out a sigh of regret. It would have to wait just a little bit longer. The book she had almost finished and that her agent was so excited about seemed part of another world right now, a world she couldn’t go back to until after tomorrow night. Everything hinged on tomorrow night.

The scent of coffee greeted her as she entered the living room, and the sight of Kell, shirtless and in bare feet, moving around the kitchen brought an ache to her chest.

He had tried to comfort her each time she awoke from the nightmares last night, but she had felt his anger simmering through the room. Silent. Deadly. Each time his rough voice had dragged her from whatever nightmares tormented her, it seemed his anger had only grown.

“I had Ian go out and get you some fresh cinnamon rolls,” he announced as he poured her a cup of coffee. Then, as though he had done it every day of their lives together, he sugared and creamed her coffee before setting the cup on the kitchen table.

“So that’s how you get the cinnamon rolls without leaving the house,” she said. “I should have known.”

A quick grin flashed across his face before his head lowered to steal a kiss. “I have a sweet tooth.”

“No kidding.” She sat down, picked up the cup of coffee, and gave a sigh of delight before taking her first sip.

He made a perfect cup of coffee.

“Kira stopped by while you were in the shower,” he told her as he moved to the other side of the table with his own cup. “She’s offered to pick up your dress for the party and bring it to you. I think you should let her.”

She met his gaze warily. “The final alterations have been finished.” She finally shrugged. “She’ll have to pick up the accessories for me though. I hadn’t gotten around to that yet.”

“I’m sure she could manage it,” he said.

Emily nodded before lowering her head and staring at the cinnamon roll that sat in the little saucer by her coffee.

“Em. Everything’s going to be okay,” he told her again.

“I know that.” She flashed him a confident smile. “I know you’ll take care of me, Kell.”

He was so fierce, so determined. She could see it in his eyes, in the hard set of his expression.

“What were the nightmares about then?” He sipped at his coffee, watching her over the rim of the cup.

“I don’t know.” She could feel the suffocating sense of fear rising inside her again. “I couldn’t remember them after I awoke.”

“Do you have them often?” The question was posed casually, but Emily saw the sharp scrutiny in his gaze.

“After the kidnapping I did.” She rubbed her hands over her face before shaking her head wearily. “For months afterward I couldn’t sleep at night at all. The darkness was terrifying.”

“You were probably blindfolded when you were kidnapped,” he said gently. “Fuentes is known for that. When he kidnaps one of his victims he keeps them blindfolded for hours. It throws your senses off balance and makes the fear sharper.”

“So the psychologist said.” She grimaced. “It took days before I could make sense of what was going on around me after the rescue. I don’t remember a lot of that week and I remember nothing of the kidnapping itself after the limo was run off the road and we were taken.”

She and the other two girls had been on their way home from a party in D.C. Two senators’ daughters and Jansen Clay’s daughter, Risa. Emily’s father and Senator Bridgeport, Carrie Bridgeport’s father, had been instrumental in pushing through several bills that had given drug enforcement agents critical freedoms in uncovering the transporters and suppliers of the drugs coming into the United States.

Carrie Bridgeport had died from the dose of Whore’s Dust she had been given, and Risa Clay was currently in a private institution due to the mental damage the drug had inflicted on her.

God, those girls were so young. Carrie had been sixteen, Risa barely eighteen.

Her gaze dropped back to the coffee, the steam from the creamy brew rising, thickening, and before Emily could stop it a horrified scream tore through her mind.

Daddy, help me!

“Emily!” Kell’s voice shattered the sudden memory that was there, then gone.

Wildly, she stared around the kitchen, realizing she was no longer in her chair. The coffee dripped from the table where the cup had overturned and Kell’s arms were around her, dragging her back from the hot liquid, holding her to him as she tried to fight him.

“What is it?” He turned her to face him, his expression fierce, his gaze demanding as he stared down at her, forcing her to look at him. “What did you see, Emily?”

His voice was loud, battering through her mind, hoarse and commanding, as she fought to keep from being dragged back into the darkness awaiting her within her own memories.

“Screams.” She shook her head, jerking away from him to put distance between herself and the sheltering warmth she needed so much.

She couldn’t let him hold her. She shook her head, shaking as whispers fractured her mind.

“Will he come for you?” A sneer, a voice that filled her with terror. “Tell me. Tell me how to contact him.”

She shook her head furiously as she gazed back at Kell. “How did you know I’d been kidnapped?” The question wheezed from her lips. Had she betrayed him?

Kell frowned. “I’d just come off a previous assignment in the Gulf. I was entering debriefing when my CO for that mission told me about the kidnapping. I requested an immediate flight to the transport off Colombia’s waters where the rescue teams were being flown. Once there, I pretty much demanded to be a part of the rescue. Why?”

She shook her head. It didn’t make sense.

“Why, Emily?” he snapped.

“I remember whispers,” she gasped. “Screams. I don’t know whose they were. Mine or the other girls’. A scream for daddy. Someone whispering questions. Asking if someone will come. How to contact them. And it’s so dark . . .” She shuddered as he pulled her into his arms again.

“The stress works against you.” His hand covered her head, holding her to him. “The Whore’s Dust is destructive. Nothing the victims have remembered in the past has had anything to do with the night they were drugged. Everything’s fractured in your head from the time you’re given the drug until the time it’s completely out of your system. Days for some. Weeks for others. Some never recover, Emily.”

Like Risa Clay. She hadn’t recovered. Not yet.

“You have every right to be frightened,” he told her then. “You know what Fuentes can do. Your subconscious knows how terrified you were when you were taken the first time. That subconscious can be more destructive than the reality. It creates demons and nightmares and whispers of memories that you can’t be certain are true or false.”

She breathed in roughly. “I haven’t had nightmares since those first weeks.”

“And once this is over, they’ll disappear again,” he promised her, pulling back enough to watch her with eyes so deep, so dark, they were like endless pools of emotion.

How could she have ever thought he was cold? That there was no emotion, nothing gentle, to back up the extreme sexiness that was so much a part of him?

“It’s just fear,” she said then, swallowing tightly, trying to convince herself of that.

“Just fear,” he agreed, though she swore she saw suspicion flashing in his eyes. The same suspicion that filled her.

“But you want to know if I remember any more whispers,” she guessed.

His lips tightened. “Just in case.”

Emily inhaled deeply. “No other victim has ever remembered anything?”

He shook his head as his hand cupped her cheek. “But you’re not everyone else,” he told her then. “If you remember any whispers, a voice, a face, anything, I want to know.”

“I’ll let you know.”

“And tomorrow night, you’ll stay close to me,” he ordered. “You’ll follow orders. Promise me.”

“I promise,” she answered with a shaky smile. “And I will, Kell, because I have no desire to ever lose your arms around me. I won’t risk allowing harm to either of us.”

His jaw clenched tight, the muscle working in it furiously before a tight grimace crossed his face and his arms tightened around her.

“Emily, do you know what you do to me?”

She could feel his erection against her stomach, his arms tight around her, flexing to hold back his strength, to hold back the need to pull her so close that they melted into each other.

“I know what you do to me.” Her hands wrapped around his back, smoothed up it, feeling the powerful ripple of muscles beneath her palms. “I know I’ve dreamed of you for years. Fantasized and ached. And I know I love you more than I thought I could love anyone. I’ve loved you all along, Kell, I just didn’t want to admit it.”

“You didn’t want to give your father what you thought he wanted,” he accused her softly, a sad curve tugging at his lips.

“How did you know that?” She hadn’t even admitted it fully to herself.

“Because it’s the reason I stayed away from you, chère. Had I taken what I wanted, then I would have been giving the Kriegers and the Beaulaines what they dreamed of. A woman they approved of, and eventually the grandchildren they dreamed of to carry on their bloodline. It took Fuentes to show me what I was throwing away and this new threat to make me move my ass and claim you. And I’ll never let you go, Emily. Remember that. Wherever you go in life, I’ll be behind you. As well as in death.”

He had lost so much, so young. And that loss had scarred him, made him harder, made him bitter for so long. Now, she saw the man he was inside in the heated warmth of the emerald eyes staring back at her.

He was a warrior. Fierce. Determined and strong. And he was her lover.

As his lips caught hers in a kiss of gentle wonder, Emily felt the breath hitch in her throat. She needed him. In ways she had never known she would need a man, she needed Kell.

He needed her.

As he lifted Emily into his arms and carried her back to her bed, he admitted to himself what his heart and soul had known for years. She was the other half of him. Courageous, brave, defiant, and winsome. She was every dream that had sparked in his mind for as long as he had lived.

His Papère Beaulaine had said that once Beaulaine men found the other half of themselves, then they knew it. There was no doubt. There had been no doubt in his mind for years who his woman was. The doubt had been in himself, in his own stubbornness and his inability to reach out for what he wanted without the past interfering.

As he laid her back on the bed and undressed her then himself, he knew the past had nothing to do with this. Emily was his future.

“I’m going to love you to exhaustion today,” he told her. “When night falls, you’ll have no choice but to sleep.”

He gripped the stalk of his cock, his fingers curling around it as her gaze dropped, her hot little tongue swiping over her swollen lips. Her blue eyes were darkening, heating as she shifted on the mattress, her thighs parting.

And Kell’s gaze was drawn lower. Over tight hard nipples to paradise. To soft creamy flesh glistening with the sweet juices that drew his tongue like a magnet and a hard little clit peeking from the folds with shy hunger.

“It might be hard to exhaust me,” she whispered then. “I’ve been waiting for you a long time, Kell.”

“Ah chère, no longer than I’ve dreamed of this.” He stroked his cock, letting the anticipation rise, feeling the heat of her gaze on the hard flesh as it tightened further, a drop of creamy precum beading at the tip.

He watched as her gaze narrowed on the little pearl of liquid before she rose to her knees, moving with such grace and sensual intent that she stole his breath.

What little oxygen was left in his lungs whooshed out as her tongue curled over the head of his cock, drawing the silky fluid into her before her mouth covered the swollen head.

“Bébé,” he groaned, his voice harsh. “Hell yes, suck it deep.”

She was drawing him along her tongue, filling her mouth with his flesh as the head of his cock throbbed in eager anticipation.

He loosened his fingers, sliding them deep into the cascade of auburn waves that framed her face, pulling it back and watching her lips as they stretched around his flesh and sucked him into the pleasure-rich depths of her mouth.

“Emily, sweet.” He let his senses go, let them fill with the sight and feel of her as she brought him more pleasure than he had ever known.

His balls drew tight along the base of his shaft, the pleasure of it washing up his spine and sizzling through his scalp with never-ending pulses of hot, electric sensation.

She did this to him every time she touched him. Weakened his knees with a pleasure that he never knew he could experience. She filled his head with thoughts of a future and his body with a lust that nearly brought him to his knees.

Tightening his fingers in her hair he pulled her back, grimacing in pleasure at the drag of her lips over his flesh and the sheen of moisture from her mouth that now coated his cock.

He pulled the swollen crest free, his jaw tightening at the exquisite pleasure of her tongue licking over it and her moan of denial vibrating around it.

Holding her head back, he stared into the velvety depths of eyes so blue they mesmerized him. Gripping his erection, he placed it at her lips once again, sank in, then pulled free as he tensed against the need to fuck her mouth until he’d spilled every drop of semen torturing his balls into the heated depths.

“You’re playing with me,” she moaned as her fingers slid over his thighs then moved in to wrap around the base of the heavy shaft. “That’s not nice, Kell.”

“Fucking your mouth should be done slow and easy,” he drawled, holding her head back with the thick strands of her hair. “It should be savored, chère. Such sweet pleasure should never be rushed.”

He watched her eyes dilate and darken at the thick Cajun accent he couldn’t hide when he was with her. It rumbled from his chest, as much a part of him as his upbringing had been.

“I shouldn’t be teased either.” She was breathing harder as he tucked his cock at her lips once more, watching her eyes flutter closed, feeling her hands tighten at the base as he pressed forward once again.

Slowly. He eased inside the wet heat of her mouth, feeling her tongue lick and stroke against the sensitive underside, feeling one slender palm cup his balls as the other hand began to stroke the shaft as he moved his own fingers.

He gave her her head, watching in ecstasy as she began to suckle his dick with sweet abandon. His hands caressed her head rather than pulling it back, sifting through the silk of her hair, touching her cheek, the shell of her ears, desperate to touch her in any way as she gave him a pleasure that he could never describe. A pleasure he would kill to preserve.

“Ah, sweet Emily,” he whispered. “Such a hot, sweet mouth. A wicked little tongue.” The wicked tongue in question was lashing at his cock head with each slow move of her mouth. It curled beneath the throbbing crest and undulated against the underside with a ripple of fiery pleasure.

If he wasn’t careful, he would spill himself between her lips, and that wasn’t what he wanted, for either of them. He needed to be inside her when his release came. To feel the hot pulse of his semen as her pussy contracted around him.

He would have preferred to feel her without the protection of the condom, but it wasn’t a risk he could take again. Not yet. God help him, he couldn’t take her to that party with the risk that she could have conceived his child.

“Enough, Emily,” he groaned as he felt the cum bubbling in his balls. The sac was so tight, drawn so close to his body that he was in agony.

Pulling back, he eased from her grip, his back teeth hurting with the need to fuck. To take her. Possess her. To mark as his forever.

Instead, his lips caught hers as he moved over her, pressing her to the bed and filling his senses with the scent of feminine arousal and the sound of muted whimpers echoing in her throat.

His sweet little fox.

His hands caressed her arms, gripping her wrists to pull them above her head as he plundered her lips with a hunger that would have shocked him at any other time.

He wasn’t taking her gently, but he needed to. He wanted to. The hunger was rising inside him like a storm gone wild, pummeling at his control as he fought to touch and to taste as much of her as possible.

“Kell—” The soft, needy cry that fell from her lips as he moved to taste the sensitive flesh of her neck had a shudder racing through him.

She was slightly damp with the heat raging inside her, and he could taste the sweet perfection of her in the curve of her neck, over her collarbone.

Sweet, swollen breasts rose sharply, her nipples tight and flushed with the need to be touched. To be tasted.

With a hungry groan he filled his mouth with one tight bud, his tongue curling around it as he cupped the flushed mound with his hand.

Each lash of his tongue had her jerking against him, pushing her nipple deeper into his mouth as she arched against him. Her thigh rubbed against his swollen cock, pulling a groan from his chest as he moved from one nipple to the next. Her response to his hungry suckling whipped through him.

If he didn’t touch more of her, taste more of her, then he was going to go insane from the need. Control? He scoffed at the thought of it as his lips moved down her torso with hungry kisses and quick flicks of his tongue. Each caress whipped through her, jerking her against him, assuring him of her pleasure.

“I need to taste.” He nipped at the smooth skin of her hip. “To bury my mouth in your pussy and grow drunk from the taste. You’re like the smoothest whiskey, sweet and hot and so damned potent you steal my mind.”

He spread her thighs, moving quickly between them as he gazed up at her, filled his senses with the sight of her, arms outstretched on the bed, her fingers clenching into the blankets as her head tipped back in pleasure.

He ran his fingers through the wet slit and she moaned and arched. He opened the fragile folds slowly, the soft inner flesh glistening with its layer of syrup, and a ragged plea tore from her throat.

When his head lowered and he drew in the first taste of her, Kell let the hunger have him. He licked around her clit as his hands wrapped beneath her thighs and lifted them, pushing them close to her chest and tilting the flushed, soaked flesh closer to his mouth. Holding her thighs steady he parted them further, his gaze held by the folds opening, revealing the delicate entrance to the mysterious flesh beyond.

It was a mystery his tongue was determined to solve. The first thrust had her taste exploding through his senses. Sweet, stormy, tinted with the taste of honey and fire, and as intoxicating as any moonshine he had ever consumed as a young man.

She drugged his senses. She rocked his mind. And she owned his soul.

He fucked her with his tongue, feeling the tight grip of her pussy as she tried to arch closer, the feel of her fingers plunging into his hair as he thrust his tongue deep inside her.

Rapid, furious thrusts had her body writhing beneath his hold and her juices flowing to his tongue with an abundance that had him groaning in sheer ecstasy.

Delicate tissue clenched around his tongue with a ferocity that had his dick jerking, demanding ease. Sweat poured from his body, dampened hers, and filled the air with steamy hunger as he quickly lifted his head and moved over her.

He had pushed as far as he dared. Reaching out to the bedside table, he jerked a condom from the drawer, quickly sheathed the raging flesh of his cock, and in one smooth stroke buried himself inside her.

Heat. God, so hot and tight. His balls flexed as they pressed against her wet flesh and his cock flexed in primal warning as the tight grip of her pussy sent his senses into sensory overload.

He couldn’t hold back. Straining with the effort to bring her to release before he found his own, Kell began to move with tempered speed. Easy strokes. Containing the agonizing need to give in to the release straining through his body.

Beneath him, Emily was jerking, arching, fighting the hold he had on her thighs as her hands moved to his shoulders, the little nails biting into his flesh as he pumped his cock inside her.

She was tightening on him. Her voice filled with consuming lust as he felt her flesh ripple around him, clenching, spasming, before a keening cry left her lips and she exploded around him.

“Fuck, yes. Come for me,” he groaned. “So tight. So hot. Sweet baby, I’m going to fuck you until we’re both dying from it.”

Her release shredded the last of his control. His hips hammered into hers, thrusting his cock inside her with rapid, jackhammer strokes that parted the spasming flesh that fought to hold him inside her.

He gritted his teeth. His head shook in desperate denial, but holding back his own release was impossible.

He didn’t know what he said, words were spilling from his lips as he pumped inside her, feeling his cock erupt and his cum spurt heavily from his body.

All he knew was the heat and the hunger, the release and the desperation.

“Je t’aime. I love you. Bébé. My sweet—so sweet.”

He came over her, still buried inside her, fighting to breathe as his arms surrounded her and his lips were buried in her neck.

“My precious. My life,” he groaned at her neck, hearing her voice at his ear, gasping cries of love.

“. . . mine.” The keening cry of possession that fell from her lips was accompanied by her sharp little teeth biting into his shoulder and sending another flare of heat tearing through his body.

“We’re not finished,” he groaned at her neck, stringing sharp little kisses beneath her ear.

“Chère, by no means are we finished.” He was still hard, still hungry.

He pulled free, resheathed his still hard cock before pulling her to him and lifting her into his arms as he sat on his knees, impaling her once again on his thick cock.

Her eyes widened, then turned slumberous again as her arms wrapped around him, and she leaned back just enough to give herself leverage before she began riding him.

“Fuck, yes,” he growled. “Fuck me, ma bien-aimée.” He whispered an endearment he had never used, had never allowed to slip past his lips. His sweet. His darling. “Ça c’est bon, so good. Ride me hard.” He gripped her hips, urging her on, feeling the tight clasp of her pussy and the heat surrounding him as he lost himself in possessing her once again.

He watched her as she rode him, her legs clasped around his hips, her torso arched, pushing her breasts to him, sweet hard nipple drawing his mouth as he held her, fucked her, lost himself in her.

“Ma bien-aimée—my beloved.”

They exploded together, his harsh exclamation mixing with her cries as they fell to the bed amid tangled limbs and sweat-soaked flesh.

“Give me a minute,” he groaned, boneless, barely able to breathe. “We’ll go again, eh amoureuse?” His sweetheart. She was his soul.

The soft, defiant snort drew a grin to his lips.

“Touch me, die,” she muttered, her pussy flexing around his cock as she held him inside her.

“Die if I don’t,” he muttered, barely able to withdraw and collapse to his side before drawing her against him. “Might need some food first.”

Her murmur, neither encouraging nor denying had a grin tugging at his lips. “You’re cooking, right?”

“You’re dreaming,” she mumbled.

Yes, he was. Of her. Always of her.

He drew her closer, letting her drape over his chest with a sigh of contentment and closed his eyes for a quick nap. Just a little one, before he fixed them both something with enough protein to see them through the day. Tonight, she would sleep. Sexual exhaustion could do wonders for the nightmares, he knew. And he would see that no nightmares came calling. That tonight she would sleep, because tomorrow they would both need all their senses rested. Tomorrow, they would face her demons.

 

JUDAS STARED AT THE SECURED cell phone in his hand and the message that he had only to click a single button to send. Just one movement of his thumb, and it would be over.

He had made his choice two years before; he didn’t know why he was second-guessing it now. After years of ignoring the truth, the knowledge that this day would come, he had accepted there was no chance of fighting it any longer.

But still, he hesitated.

He had accepted his father’s demand days ago. He would take his place within the cartel in exchange for Mr. White, Emily’s safety, and most especially in exchange for Nathan.

He wiped his hand over his face at the thought of Nathan. The one man who had known the truth about him and had never told it, never judged him for it.

The message waited. He had already agreed, there was no reason to hold back now. All was laid in place and his father was giving him Mr. White on a silver platter. All he had to do was this one last thing. Just send this final message. The message that would lead Macey to him within a matter of days. But it would also finish this final battle between the men of Durango Team and Mr. White. White would be history.

He pushed send, closed the phone, and sat back to stare into the darkness of the room surrounding him. He hoped it was worth it. That the choice he’d made would eventually reap the rewards he dreamed of. And oh, how he dreamed. But lately, he had begun dreaming of more as well. Of gray eyes and long black hair. A hidden smile and a woman’s whisper of desire. He was throwing that away and he knew it.

Judas. The betrayer. That’s how he would be seen, and he could deal with it. He just had to remember that the rewards were worth it. He had to keep the rewards in sight. Otherwise, the secrets would kill him.


 

 

 

 

Twenty-four

 

 

THE ANDOVER BALL WAS IN full swing when the limo passed through the heavy gates of the Alabama plantation. Ivy-draped trees lined the drive that circled around the front of the house and heavy shadows flickered among the landscaping lights positioned around the grounds.

The house itself was brightly lit, with guests lingering outside as well as around the grounds. The band positioned in the gardens behind the house could be heard from the front; the subtle jazz-influenced tunes were at once soothing and darkly sensual as they filtered through the night.

Many of the guests stood on the wide front landing where the double doors were thrown open; subtle shaded lighting cast a golden glow on the front lawn, giving the milling guests an ethereal look.

Ball gowns mingled with sheaths and ultrashort designer dresses. The men wore tuxedos, and many were in uniform, though Kell and Ian had opted to wear dress suits instead. It was easier to hide the hardware, Kell had told her.

Beneath her bronze silk dress and stiff petticoat, Emily wore her thigh holster and weapon, though she had opted to leave the dagger in her drawer because the petticoats kept snagging on the wood handle.

Nerves fluttered in her stomach as the limo came to a smooth stop and she inhaled roughly to draw in courage.

Macey had received another message from Judas late the night before, informing him that all parties would definitely be in place and the attempt to kidnap her was proceeding as planned.

“Stay close, love,” Kell muttered as the Secret Service chauffeur came around the limo to open her door. “We have you covered.”

Emily nodded jerkily.

“Remember to stay close to me. I want you covered at all times. If you have to go to the ladies’ room, Kira will go with you. Ian and I will stay close to the doors in that event. Reno and the others are close by and will stay in close proximity to us.”

Emily gripped her small purse as she stared back at him, drawing strength from him. “We’re just going to enjoy the party.” He kept his voice calm, the steady timbre easing her nerves. “Ready?”

She nodded quickly.

Below her dress, low on her back, was a small circular piece of skin-toned tape that he called a skin tag. Just in case they were separated, he told her. He had taken every precaution to protect her, yet an awareness of the danger enfolding her did nothing to comfort her.

Emily inhaled deeply as the limo door opened. Kell stepped out first, then extended his hand inside to her.

Emily moved from the limo, keeping her head up as heads turned and she recognized more of the faces than not. She knew these people. She had gone over the guest list with Kell and Ian, and realized that most of the names listed, she had known most of her life. She couldn’t believe that one of them could be a killer or a spy, or God forbid, an international terrorist. No, the elusive Mr. White and his terrorist counterpart Sorrell had to be crashing the party. Which would be too easy to do with this crowd.

Gripping Kell’s arm, she followed him up the wide steps to the landing and entered the spacious marble foyer. Chandeliers glowed with brilliant light overhead, crystal prisms storing and reflecting the glow back tenfold, increasing her feeling of vulnerability. Anyone, everyone could see her.

“Miss Emily Stanton and Mr. Kellian Krieger,” the doorman announced loudly as they entered and Kell handed him their invitation.

Great. No way to sneak in here.

“Emily. Kell.” Their host and hostess, Markwell and Catherine Andover, were in their forties. Markwell was nearly six feet, with calm brown eyes and thinning brown hair. His wife, Catherine, stood a few inches shorter in her heels and had short red hair and cool light blue eyes. Emily had never cared much for Catherine, but the Andovers had contributed heavily to her father’s election fund and they were influential within the political and financial circles her father frequented.

“Markwell.” Emily accepted his kiss on her cheek as she held back an instinctive dislike of him. He was a shark, and took every opportunity to touch where he shouldn’t.

This time, though, he kept his hands at her shoulders before moving back and shaking Kell’s hand.

“Catherine.” No problems here. The other woman air-kissed her cheek with enough distance to assure Emily that the other woman thought as much of her as she thought of Catherine.

“It’s so nice to see you, Emily,” Catherine drawled. “You missed our last few parties. We worried the kidnapping had adversely affected you.”

And how the hell was it supposed to affect her?

Emily smiled coolly. “I’ve just been busy, Catherine,” she assured her.

“Ah yes, school is out and you dabble in writing, don’t you, dear?”

Emily kept her smile pasted on her face. “Or something,” she agreed.

“And Kellian Krieger.” Catherine turned to Kell, her catlike smile grating on Emily’s nerves then as her gaze flickered over Kell’s chest and thighs. The witch. She was coming on to him and Emily didn’t like it in the least.

“Mrs. Andover.” Kell accepted her hand before lifting it and brushing a gentlemanly kiss across her knuckles. “It’s a pleasure.”

“It’s been too long since we’ve seen you, Kell.” She sighed. “You don’t attend enough of the little events we’re invited to.”

“I’ve been busy.” Kell’s voice was cool.

“Ah yes.” Catherine’s smile curled with a hint of maliciousness. “The Krieger heir risking his neck as a SEAL. It’s a shame.”

“If you’ll excuse us, Catherine.” Emily curled her fingers around Kell’s arm. “I see some friends I’d like to talk to.”

She drew Kell away from their host and hostess, aware of the tension in his body.

“You know them?” she asked, keeping her voice low.

“Friends of the Beaulaines and Kriegers.” His voice was cold, scathing. She had a feeling that wasn’t a compliment where he was concerned.

“So you come to the parties often?” she asked as they moved into the large ballroom.

“Sometimes.” He was in SEAL mode. Tense, prepared.

“Are you this relaxed at all of them?”

He dipped his head closer to hers. “No, I’m usually holding up the wall and cussing Reno for making me accept the invitation.”

“Hmm, yes, I should have made a point to attend more parties.” She nodded as she let a smile pull at her lips. “I would have shown you how it’s done.”

“And how’s it done?” There was no accent now, but his voice still had the power to make her stomach clench in warning arousal.

“You don’t hold up the walls, you hold up the trees in the gardens.” She snickered. “They’re easier to hide within.”

His hand tightened at her hip, but as she glanced up, she saw the smile that tugged at his lips.

“I could have helped you hold up the trees,” he murmured as they began to make their way through the crowd. “Though, to be honest, had we been caught, we could have been arrested.”

“I doubt it,” Emily whispered in reply. “I watched a lot of shadowy freak shows in those gardens, Kell. No one ever got caught.”

He rubbed his hand along the back of his neck as he stared at her in surprise. “God, you terrify me. You’re not supposed to watch.”

At that, Emily stopped and stared up at him with an expression of such false innocence that he only shook his head.

“Remind me to spank you.”

Emily sighed. “I keep being bad and you never take the hint. Do I need to take out an advertisement?”

She loved the way his eyes darkened at that, the way they roved over her face, her breasts, then moved back to meet hers with wicked intent.

“I won’t forget again.”

“Kell Krieger!” Disbelief filled the feminine squeal that came from Kell’s right. Emily felt him stiffen again, watched his gaze turned cold just before he turned to greet one of the few people Emily actually detested.

Tabby Deaton.

“Kell. Oh, my God, it’s been too long.”

Emily stared at the designer original evening gown slit nearly to the top of Tabby’s thighs and riding low on her obviously fake breasts. Emily heard Tabby had gotten a boob job, she just hadn’t believed it.

Tabby’s dark hair flowed around her shoulders and framed her pale face and glistening red lips. Plump red lips. Damn. Tabby had had her lips done too.

“Tabby.” Kell nodded coolly.

Tabby glanced at Emily. “Why, Emily, I didn’t see you there.” She gazed down her perfectly straight, aristocratic nose at Emily. “How cute that Kell brought you. He does so enjoy doing your father these little favors.”

Emily felt one of her molars threaten to crack as she gritted her teeth. “Tabby, you’re as sweetly endearing and charmingly polite as ever,” she stated.

Tabby’s eyes narrowed. “Of course I am, dear. It’s the mark of a lady.” She sniffed, causing her boobs to wiggle alarmingly, as she turned back to Kell and extended her hands to him. “No greetings for a friend, Kell?”

He inclined his head politely. “Hello, Tabby.”

No love was lost here, Emily thought with pleased satisfaction.

Tabby affected an attempt at a pout; the pouched look appeared a little ridiculous on her though. Tabby, despite the boob job and lip enhancement, was amazingly well put together, so much so that Emily felt out of place every time she stood next to her. The strapless dress should have been lying around the other woman’s ankles, but it stayed in place. The slit up the thigh never moved farther than it should, and her artfully arranged dark hair framed her face gracefully.

And she was staring at Kell as though she knew more about his body than she should.

Tabby sighed morosely. “You just disappeared from Atlanta last year as though you had never been there. I went by your apartment several times, you know.”

“I was out of town.”

Emily felt Kell’s fingers at her hip, the tips rubbing against the silk of her gown restlessly.

Tabby pouted again before flashing Emily a look of dislike from beneath her lashes.

“I heard you had moved from your place to Emily’s,” she drawled then. “We were all terribly surprised by that, you know.”

Ah, D.C. gossip, one had to love it. Or in Emily’s case, hate it.

“Why?” Kell’s question was sharp, intent.

Whew, Emily could feel the tension rising now. Not in Kell—he was calm, alert, dangerous—but in Tabby. Her fingers tightened on the little black purse she carried as her scarlet lips thinned marginally.

“We were just surprised,” Tabby murmured then. “Emily’s always so quiet.” It was obvious quiet wasn’t exactly the word she wanted to use.

“She’s refreshing,” Kell said softly. “Unlike other people. Now, if you’ll excuse us.”

“Don’t run off, Kell,” Tabby pleaded softly then, her hand landing on his arm, her fingers curling against the silk of the material. “I believe several of Emily’s friends are here tonight as well. We could all visit.”

Emily knew she should have expected this. Tabby was a regular at these parties, and she wasn’t the only one.

“I believe I might actually know most everyone who is here,” Emily stated with a smile. “Considering the crowd, that’s not surprising, Tabby.”

Satisfaction gleamed in Tabby’s eyes.

“Deuter Meyers seemed quite surprised that you and Kell were living together,” Tabby said with a self-satisfied smile. “He flew out from D.C. this morning just for the party after nearly deciding not to come. But when I mentioned you would be here, why he felt he just had to show up.”

Emily’s arms ached. She could feel the chill racing over them, the echo of the deep bruises that had marred them for weeks after she had left another party that Deuter Meyers had attended.

“Deuter Meyers?” There was an edge of suspicion as Kell glanced down at her.

“I knew him in college.” Emily shrugged, careful to control her reactions now.

“Quite well, from what I understand.” Tabby’s smile was pure spite. “Very well.”

At this point, Emily wanted to roll her eyes. She leaned forward instead. “Unlike some of us, when Kell came to my bed he knew exactly who he’d shared me with and who he hadn’t. You’re barking up the wrong tree.” Bitch.

Tabby’s eyes narrowed as she glanced at Kell. “Oh please, tell me you didn’t fall for the virgin ploy.”

“I think Kell’s smarter than that, Tabby,” Emily pointed out. “He rarely falls for anything, as we both know.”

Just as he evidently hadn’t fallen for the other woman or her carefully practiced sexuality.

Tabby flashed her a hostile look then slid her hand over Kell’s opposite arm. “You should dance with me. It’s been a very long time since we’ve danced.”

Oh geez, give her a break.

“Tabby, I think you know that’s not going to happen.” Kell’s voice was a hell of a lot nicer than the other woman deserved. Of course, Emily knew the enmity between her and Tabby might have something to do with her feelings on the matter.

Fury flashed in the other woman’s eyes then. “Poor Kell.” She sighed. “It’s obvious you’re still drawn to the poor little creatures outside your own social class. My parents were so certain you would grow out of that habit.”

The little bitch.

“Excuse us, Tabby.” Kell’s voice was ice now. “But I think Emily needs some fresh air. Good night.”

Kell drew her quickly away from the other woman, but not before Emily turned back, her gaze connecting with Tabby’s in a look of promised retaliation. She may not attend the parties often, but she had her own friends. Friends who could make certain portions of Tabby’s life uncomfortable.

“Bet me that Drage Masters rescinds her membership in his clubs for the rest of the year,” she muttered, remembering the times she had seen the other woman at the clubs when she had gone to them for research into the BDSM fringe societies.

Kell drew her quickly along the wall, glancing down at her in shock. “How do you know Drage?”

“Drage likes me.” She shrugged. “When I wanted to use his clubs for research I made an appointment with him and Jayne Doe first thing rather than just barging in. He thought I was very polite. He even offered to let me downstairs if I was willing to pretend to be his sub.”

He muttered something. Something along the lines of death, dismemberment, and Drage in the same sentence.

“He’s charming.” She shrugged.

“He’s an alleycat,” he argued back.

“They are the most charming of all,” she assured him with a smile. “They appreciate the attention.”

And the byplay was doing nothing to help her forget the fact that Tabby and Deuter were here. Together.

Damn Tabby and Deuter Meyers. She didn’t need this. She still hadn’t gotten over the nightmares that little event had produced before Fuentes had kidnapped her. She didn’t need to meet that bastard again, especially not while Kell was anywhere around.

“Want to tell me about Meyers?” he asked as they once again began to move and headed through the open French doors into the candlelit gardens beyond.

“There’s nothing to tell,” she assured him before sipping at her wine again and wishing she had thought to get a refill.

“You know, Em, I’ve known you a long time,” he drawled. “I could tell when you were lying even as a kid. That hasn’t changed.”

“Then maybe it’s just none of your business.” She had managed to keep that little event quiet for the most part. Few people knew about it, and even her father hadn’t so much as heard a muttered rumor.

“I might have accepted that if it weren’t for the fact that I could almost smell the hatred and anger rising off you,” he growled. “You hid it damned well while Tabby was there, but I know you a hell of a lot better than she does. Should I ask Deuter about it?”

God forbid.

“You know, Kell, I don’t go around questioning your ex-lovers,” she pointed out. “Why should you question men that you should have enough sense to know aren’t my ex-lovers?”

He was silent for long moments, drawing her through the crowds as she stared at faces and tried to place names to them.

“Because they frighten you,” he finally said. “I want to know why.”

“Maybe he was just weird.”

“And maybe I know weird doesn’t frighten you,” he snapped. “It takes a hell of a lot more than weird to even faze you and I know it. So what the fuck happened?”

Emily flinched. He was working himself into a seriously pissed mood. Not that she really cared if Kell got pissed; there wasn’t a chance he would hurt her. But if they came face-to-face with Deuter, she couldn’t exactly predict what he might do.

“Nothing happened,” she snapped back. “He wanted it, I said no, end of story. And you shouldn’t worry so damned much about a past that is none of your business.”

Before she could predict movement, Kell pulled her between the tall flowering shrubs that bordered the walkway, then pushed her against the stone column that hid there.

His body flattened against hers, his hands grabbing both wrists and anchoring them over her head with one broad hand.

“Now. I would like to ask you again. What happened with Deuter Meyers?”
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“HAS IT EVER BEEN POINTED out to you that you are just a shade arrogant?” Emily asked conversationally as she melted against his body.

He was hard. Her body noticed that the instant he pressed against her. His cock pressed against her stomach insistently, reminding her that she hadn’t had her daily dose of Kell yet.

“You’ve mentioned it often,” he bit out. “Now tell me about Deuter.”

“Look, it was nothing. He was at a party and he freaked me out a little bit. Deuter likes to think he’s a ladies’ man, end of story.”

“How did he freak you out?”

He wasn’t buying it and he wasn’t bothering to hide it. Dammit, why did Tabby have to be such an interfering bitch? She had managed to keep Deuter alive by the simple fact that she had never allowed her father to know what had happened. His life would be extinguished even faster if Kell found out.

In one single, stupid moment, the other woman had ignored all Emily’s careful discretion. Not that she cared if Deuter died; she just cared if her father or Kell spent time in prison for his death.

Emily licked her lips nervously. She really didn’t want to lie to Kell. Besides, he always seemed to know when she was lying.

“He was a little rough.” She shrugged it away. “That’s all. He’d had a little too much to drink and—”

“Don’t excuse anything he fucking did,” Kell snarled. “Just tell me what the fuck happened.”

Deuter had happened. He had been determined to rape her and thought he could hold her still by nearly breaking her arms. If it hadn’t been for the training her father had given her when she was a teenager he would have managed it.

“He just scared me a little.” Her lips trembled. He had terrified her. “That’s all.”

Kell had suffered an attack on one woman who had been important to him already. A wife who had died—as well as their unborn child. If she told him what Deuter had done, he would kill the other man. His voice had been tortured, guttural with pain, when he described what he had done to Tansy’s killers that night.

“Are you going to make me ask him what happened, Emily?” he asked her softly. “I should warn you, I’m trained to get the answers I want. I know Deuter, it won’t take long to break him.”

Emily shuddered. No, breaking him would be easy, but Kell would make certain that killing him took a while. And it would be painful. Very painful.

“For God’s sake, Kell,” she snapped. “Let it go. Don’t you think I would have told you if I wanted you to know?”

“No, I don’t,” he snarled. “Because you know I’d probably kill the little son of a bitch.”

“And he’s not worth it,” she stated fiercely. “Now stop manhandling me before I get really pissed off. It’s sexy as hell when you use it for sex, but using it to make me give you answers that should be my choice to give you, it’s just wrong.”

He frowned at her statement, loosening his grip. “Is that what you think I’m doing?”

“What else could it be? You don’t control me so stop trying to convince me that you do.”

“I don’t want to control you.” His lips quirked. “Though I’m beginning to see the merits in it where you’re concerned. And don’t think for one minute that I won’t find out what you’re hiding.”

“Fine, why don’t I just go poking into your past?”

“It’s like sex, Emily. If you want to know, just ask. Anything from the day I met you, till now, I don’t care to answer. Just as anything that happened from the day I met you is definitely my business.”

“Which means most of my life.” She pouted as he released her hands, watching as she began to rub her arms.

She stilled the movement. He hadn’t touched her arms. And he was too damned smart when it came to picking up clues to stuff.

“Is he the reason you’re always rubbing at your arms as though you’re trying to wipe away something dirty?”

Damn, damn, damn. She glared back at him. “I get cold easily, and sometimes you make me nervous.”

His lips thinned. “Don’t lie to me, Emily. I don’t like it.”

He would dislike the truth even more.

Emily sighed. “I dropped my wine. And aren’t we here for a reason?”

“A reason that I’m beginning to believe is fucking stupid,” he snapped. “No one can make a move in this crowd, and definitely no one intent on a kidnapping.”

“We could find a tree to prop up,” she suggested, fighting the nerves building within her.

“You’re making me crazy.” He sighed then, lowering his forehead to hers as his hands slid over her hips, his fingers gripping them firmly, holding her against him.

“No, that’s the people here,” she whispered, trying to inject just a little humor into the situation. “All those pesky women wanting a piece of you. I’ve heard it makes a man a little tense.”

“One of these days, I really am going to paddle your ass for being so stubborn,” he whispered.

Her rear clenched at the thought of the pleasure that could bring.

“So you keep saying,” she whispered back, a real smile tugging at her lips. “I think you’re too scared I’ll like it.”

“I know you’ll like it.” His lips lowered to her neck. “A lot.”

Emily inhaled roughly as his lips slid over her neck, his tongue licking, stroking.

“Kell.” She was breathing heavily now. “Umm, maybe we should mingle some more.”

If one was going to protest, then she really shouldn’t tilt her neck to the side to give him greater access to sensitive flesh. But that was what she did, her lashes fluttering as she struggled to keep them open against the pleasure suddenly rising inside her.

She loved it when he touched her, reveled in it, craved it. It was the culmination of every dream, every fantasy, she had ever known.

“Maybe,” he growled into her neck a second before sharp teeth nipped with erotic heat. “In a minute.”

He licked the little sting as she flowed against him, her body softening, moving against him, feeling the desire rising hot and fast inside her.

Between her thighs, she could feel her flesh heating, preparing her for him. Just that fast and easy. And now, if the world would just work with her a little here, and give her just a few minutes to enjoy this.

But it seemed the world working against her had other ideas.

Kell stiffened, his head rising dangerously as he turned protectively, glaring as the brush rustled and a feminine figure slipped inside their hiding place.

“Problems,” Kira whispered, grimacing as she glanced at Emily. “Reno and the guys outside just busted the cutest little South American assassin. All scars and nasty threats. He says Mr. White isn’t here. I think Judas might have duped us.”

Emily tensed, pressing her head against Kell’s back as Kira gave the report.

“Let’s get the hell out of here,” Kell snarled, wrapping his arm around Emily’s back and pulling her closer to his side. “Where’s Ian?”

“On the other side.” She jerked her head toward the brush. “He wasn’t about to interrupt you.”

Kell reached into his pocket, pulling free the small radio and ear clip. Putting it in place, he turned it on.

“Macey, are you there? We’re heading out, bring the limo around.”

Disconnecting the ear clip, he pocketed the radio once again and headed back into the garden before turning and advancing toward the house. Kira walked ahead of them, with Ian pulling in behind Kell.

They made an odd group. Emily dressed in her bronze silk gown, the flared skirt rustling over the petticoat she wore beneath it. Kira in snug black satin, and Kell and Ian in their dress suits. And she realized she was focusing on clothes when her stomach was knotting with tension.

Her gown was slit from her feet to her knees in the front, with the gathered skirt showing the darker petticoat and slip beneath.

Strapless, snug from her breasts to her thighs, it was more revealing than the gown she had worn to the previous party. Still, her gown was one of the least revealing, except for the matrons who still covered themselves from wrists to ankles. Not that there were many of those left.

“Let’s move,” Kell urged her.

“I can only go so fast in heels,” she informed him, her voice shaking.

“Then take the damned things off.” He pulled her to a stop, knelt, and pulled the shoes from her feet before stuffing them in his jacket pocket and rushing her to the open French doors. “We go straight to the limo, no stopping in between.”

“Fine.” She was in no hurry to stay.

They entered the ballroom, cutting a direct path through the center of the dance floor to the open doors on the other side.

He kept her moving through the crowd, ignoring the few guests who tried to stop them and chat. With Kira ahead of them and Ian behind them, it was easy to keep the quick pace without appearing to be in a rush.

“Kell.” A voice stopped them just inside the foyer. “Drage said you were here.”

Emily stopped, causing Kell to curse behind her. She turned and stared into the gentle, pale blue eyes of the man watching them, his arm thrown around his wife’s shoulders.

“Jansen, we were just leaving,” Kell announced as Emily stared back at her father’s boyhood friend.

His face was so kind. Crow’s-feet wrinkled the corners of his eyes and his lips held a fatherly smile.

“I understand.” He nodded. “I was just taking Elaine to the powder room to freshen up; she wasn’t feeling well.” Jansen Clay glanced at Elaine’s bent head. “We just received some distressing news about Risa.”

Emily felt her mouth go dry. Elaine was pale, her eyes damp with tears.

“Is Risa okay?” she asked, fearing the worse.

“She’s alive.” Jansen’s expression tightened as Emily blinked back at him. His expression seemed to flash with something, fear perhaps.

“She’s taken a setback?” Emily reached out to Elaine, her hand touching her shoulder. Elaine was Risa’s stepmother, but she had practically raised her after Risa’s mother’s death.

Elaine broke off a sob as she pushed from Jansen and wrapped her arms around Emily’s shoulders. “It’s been so hard,” she sobbed. “Oh God. I have to find the powder room. Emily, please go with me.”

Emily glanced back at Kell, seeing the tight grimace that pulled at his expression.

“Kira, could you help me?” Emily wrapped one arm around Elaine’s waist as they headed for the ladies’ room.

“I’ll find Markwell and let him know we’ll be leaving soon, sweetheart.” Jansen kissed his wife’s head as he glanced at Emily again.

For a moment, his eyes seemed cold, hard.

Emily shook the vision away. Jansen was anything but cold and hard. He had always been filled with laughter, always chiding her father for the bodyguards and his protectiveness.

“Hurry,” Kell urged, following behind her. “I’ll be waiting outside the ladies’ room. Kira, go in with them.”

Emily led Elaine through the foyer as the older woman sniffed and wiped at her eyes.

“Risa is such a sweet little girl,” Elaine whispered. “It nearly destroyed Jansen to put her in that institution.”

Daddy, help me! Risa’s frightened pleas echoed through Emily’s head as she and Kira helped the other woman into the ladies’ room.

They were Risa’s screams, not her own. Filled with horror and pain, and realization—

The ladies’ room was empty. Silent.

Daddy, why . . .

Emily stumbled as the memory of Risa’s frightened cries seemed to wrap around her.

Why, Daddy?

A sudden groan jerked her from the memory.

Emily’s head snapped up just in time to hear the soft pop of a silenced pistol and to watch Kira slide to the floor.

“Kira,” she cried out, rushing toward the fallen woman, watching in horror as blood bloomed across her chest.

“Stay the hell where you are, you little bitch,” Elaine snapped, pressing the gun to Emily’s head, her expression creased with malevolent anger as Emily stared back at her.

“It’s really too bad.” Elaine was no longer crying. She was staring back at Emily with cold hatred as she backed away slowly, keeping the gun leveled on her.

“You’ll never get past Kell,” she told the other woman. “He’ll stop you.”

“That gutter rat.” she said, sneering. “He’ll never know what happened. Neither will anyone else. These old houses are full of hidden passageways.” One such passageway opened up to reveal Jansen.

Emily opened her mouth to scream when he rushed forward, only to have the sound cut off by the nasty-smelling handkerchief he pressed over her mouth and nose.

“There you go, pretty girl,” he crooned. It was the voice from her nightmares. “Just go to sleep.”

Darkness washed over her as screams and memories echoed in her head.

Jansen Clay. It had been Jansen all along and she had remembered too late.
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KELL PACED THE HALLWAY, CHECKING his watch, as Ian watched the door with eagle eyes. It wasn’t like they could hear anything if there were any problems in the bathroom. The music and chatter from the party was so damned loud in the hallway that guns could have been blasting and it would have blended in.

“A ladies’ room is a vortex into another fucking dimension,” Ian growled. “They disappear in there and it takes them damned hours to come back out.”

Kell stared back at him in surprise. Ian wasn’t a big talker. His rough voice, nearly ruined from an assailant’s garrote years before, always seemed to make him uncomfortable.

Kell checked his watch again.

Ten minutes. It was ten minutes too long.

“I should have never let her step in there,” he told Ian fiercely. “She knows we need to get the hell out of here.”

He stalked to the door as Jansen came in from the foyer and stared at him with a frown.

“They’ve been in there too long,” Kell explained as he went to push the door open.

Jansen shook his head as a somber smile tugged at his lips.

“You don’t know women,” he said, chuckling. “I’ve seen Elaine disappear into the ladies’ room for more than half an hour simply to repair her makeup. Give her a few minutes, Kell. The news about Risa has really shaken her up.”

Kell stepped back, his jaw tensing as he glared at the door.

“She’s different, isn’t she?” Jansen said then, resting against the wall beside him.

Kell snapped his gaze back to the older man.

“Emily,” Jansen explained. “She’s different for you. I told Richard years ago he would have to watch her closely. I could tell you had a thing for her.”

Kell stared back at him with a frown. “Meaning?”

“Well, son, no offense, but without your family’s backing, you’re not exactly in her social sphere,” he said kindly. But something in his gaze reflected back, hard, dangerous.

“Kell!” Ian’s voice snapped his head around. “Look at your feet.”

Kell glanced down and felt cold murderous rage shake his soul. Blood was inching past the bottom of the door.

Pushing away from Clay, he gripped the doorknob, tugged at it, then threw his shoulder into the door. It cracked open to reveal Kira reaching out, her eyes dazed as blood spilled from her chest.

“Ambulance,” he yelled out as Ian hurried to Kira’s side, trying to stop the blood from oozing from the wound. Kell jerked the radio from his inner pocket and rushed to Elaine’s fallen form.

“Elaine!” Jansen’s fear-filled voice echoed through the room.

“Macey. Ambulance. Reno, converge. Emily’s missing and Kira’s down.”

His gaze went around the small room desperately. There had to be a hidden entrance into it. So much for the fucking reports that there were no secret tunnels through this old house.

Jansen was barking orders to a servant as Ian worked to save Kira, and Markwell was shouting orders from the doorway to his security personnel.

“Markwell, where’s the hidden door?” Kell turned, fury burning in his chest as the other man stepped to the doorway. “Where’s the hidden fucking door?”

“In the back closet,” the other man snapped.

“Goddammit, why don’t you bastards tell me about your fucking bolt-holes,” he snarled, jerking the door open and rushing into the closet to check the wall.

There it was. The mahogany paneling was just a bit out of joint. As he pulled on it, the door slid into the wall, revealing a small tunnel.

“Where’s the exit?” he snapped, pulling the radio free once again to report the coordinates to Reno and the men outside.

“The drain about half a mile down the road. The tunnel opens inside the culvert and leads to the wash,” Markwell explained quickly. “But the gates leading to it were welded shut years ago.”

Kell radioed the information to Reno. “I’m heading through the drain now, meet me at the exit. Whoever took her has a hell of a head start on us.”

“Ian?” Kell glanced around the door as he quickly slid the ear clip over his ear and tucked the radio into his sleeve.

“She’s alive. I’ll keep her that way,” Ian snapped. “Find Emily.”

“You’ll need light.” Markwell pushed a flashlight into his hand. “Let’s go.”

Kell glanced at Markwell’s hand. “I don’t need you here.”

“Fuck you!” The other man’s lip lifted in a snarling sneer. “This is my home they decided to take her from and by God I’ll help take them down. Now you’re wasting time.”

They slid into the tunnel, the flashlight picking out the tracks in the soft sandy floor dirt as well as Emily’s thigh holster and pistol. There were two sets of footprints, both male, one boots, the other soft soled.

“Two assailants.” He lifted his wrist to snap into the radio. “Emily’s not walking.”

Kell could feel the fear in his gut now. She had to be unconscious, he assured himself. If they had killed her they would have left her body with Kira’s and Elaine’s; they wouldn’t bother to kidnap her.

“We’re heading for the drain,” Reno barked into the receiver. “How much head of a start?”

“More than ten minutes and we’re half a mile from the exit.”

“We’re pushing it,” Reno stated coldly. “We’ll meet you there.”

“Let’s go.” Kell glanced over his shoulder at the anger in Markwell’s expression. For all his social pomp and arrogance, the man was known for his quick thinking and honesty.

“Was anyone in the ladies’ room when you entered?” Markwell barked as they raced through the tunnel.

“Kira indicated no before she closed the door,” Kell stated, remembering Kira’s nod that all was clear before she closed the door.

“How did you know there was trouble?”

“Kira’s fucking blood running from beneath the door,” Kell snapped.

Kira would be lucky to pull out of this. The shot was too damned close to her heart. Someone had aimed to kill, not wound.

“No one knew about this tunnel,” Markwell informed him as they rounded another bend. “I hadn’t even told Catherine about it when I found it. I just had the gates welded closed and forgot about it.”

“Shut up, I can’t hear anything.”

It was an excuse. He could hear too damned well, and the problem was, there was nothing to hear. Not a whimper or conversation or the sound of orders. In this tunnel sound would travel far.

“Is there another exit?”

“Nothing,” Markwell answered quickly.

The women had been in the ladies’ room for close to fifteen minutes. The kidnappers would have a vehicle waiting. Goddammit, he wasn’t going to get to her time. Once again, he wasn’t going to be able to save the woman he loved.

He would kill Fuentes himself, Kell swore. If Emily sustained so much as a damned bruise then he would go hunting when all this was over. When it was over and he had Emily in his arms, in his bed. When she was safe.

He couldn’t consider anything less. God help him, if he lost her, he would never survive it. He couldn’t live with the knowledge that he had let her down, that he hadn’t protected her well enough.

Visions of Tansy raced through his head then. Her fragile body twisted on the old mattress where he had tried to hide her.

Had she screamed his name? He knew she had. Sometimes he heard her voice in his nightmares, screaming for him, begging him to save her. He couldn’t add Emily’s voice to those demonic dreams.

He couldn’t let it happen. She was his life. She was every dream he hadn’t dared to allow himself and couldn’t keep from reaching for.

Glancing at the sandy dirt of the tunnel, his brows drew into a frown. Sand. When he had stared down at Kira’s body he had seen sand on Jansen Clay’s shoes. Not a lot, so little that his gaze had at first passed over it. But it had been there. And beside Kira’s body and beside Elaine’s he had seen the same sand.

Jansen Clay would have known of every move Kell and his team were making. Even if Richard and the admiral hadn’t informed him about the exact nature of what was going on, he would have been smart enough to figure it out. An ex-Navy SEAL, and one of the best, Jansen could have accessed via his position at the Pentagon on Homeland Defense whatever he hadn’t figured out himself.

“Macey.” He lifted his wrist to his mouth and activated the radio.

“Copy,” Macey snapped into the receiver.

“Where’s Clay?”

“His limo just left. Mrs. Clay finally came around and he was taking her to their private doctor.”

“Where are you?”

There was a heavy silence.

“Macey?”

“I’m at the wash, Kell. There are no vehicles, no bodies, but evidence that both were here. They’re gone.”

Kell snarled. “It’s Clay.”

“Are you fucking crazy?” Markwell muttered behind him.

“Got your laptop?” Kell asked Macey.

“It’s in the limo, heading back there now. Do we turn on the tracker?”

“Negative,” Ian snapped on the line. “Do not activate the skin-tag. Not yet.”

“Kell?” Macey questioned him.

“Tap into radar,” Kell ordered him. “Hack Defense. I want to know if anything lifts off from a private airfield anywhere in the vicinity.”

“Got it.”

The scent of fresh air grew stronger as Kell practically ran through the tunnel. He came into the wash minutes later through the thick stand of brush covering it as Reno and the rest of the team materialized from the surrounding woods, followed by the Secret Service agents assigned to back them.

“How did you overlook the wash?” Kell snarled to the agent in charge. “It was your job to contain the perimeter.”

“No excuse, sir,” the agent growled. “We missed it.”

“He was meant to miss it,” Markwell argued. “Hell, Kell, it’s well hidden.”

“No excuse, sir,” the agent repeated.

“Macey’s on the laptop. Jansen Clay is our Mr. White,” Kell snapped.

Stunned silence met his words as Reno’s head snapped around and his gaze pinned on Kell.

“You’re certain?”

“There’s a sandy soil in the tunnel. These grounds are heavily vegetated. Clay had that sand on his shoes, I saw it myself when he was standing over Kira. Is there a report on her?”

“Ambulance is loading her now,” Reno reported. “She’s alive but in bad shape.”

“Conscious?”

“Negative,” Reno stated as they rushed up the incline to the limo.

“Ian,” Kell snapped into the radio. “Get her loaded then steal one of Markwell’s vehicles and follow behind.”

“Got it!”

“At least I have insurance.” Markwell sighed.

“Kell, Jansen’s daughter was raped during that kidnapping,” Reno snarled. “You have to be wrong about this.”

“I’m not wrong about this.”

Kell was aware of the implication. Jansen Clay had caused the death of the daughter of one of his friends, Carrie Bridgeport. But Risa was his own daughter.

“The bastard’s dead,” Reno snarled. “Fucking dead.”

“Kell, I have a lock on radar,” Macey called from inside the limo. “There are three private airfields close by; one was shut down last year when the owners left the property.”

“That’s the one we want, load up.”

The limo wasn’t the quickest way to get to where they needed to go, but it was their only choice. The six men loaded in, their expressions savagely intent, weapons held ready.

“Where’s the bastard Reno caught with the gun?” Kell asked as the limo burned rubber pulling out.

“Gator bait,” Reno answered. “He’s trussed up about four feet off the ground and waiting on the admiral to collect him. Shouldn’t we call the admiral?”

“Called,” Macey informed them. “I called his secured cell as I was pulling in. He’s arranging things on his end in case we don’t catch them before they lift off.”

“Not an option,” Kell bit out. “They do not lift off.”

He was aware of the looks he was receiving from the other men. Jansen had delayed him too long outside the bathroom; the kidnappers had a head start on them, as did Clay. The airfield was in the opposite direction of the wash and they were playing catch-up in a vehicle not meant to catch up.

“We have a Gulfstream lifting off,” Macey reported, his voice heavy with regret and resignation as the limo slid onto the side road just in time to see the private jet lifting into the air.

“It’s changing call signs. Son of a bitch, Homeland Security has just designated it as a passenger liner.”

“Tag it,” Kell snapped.

The limo slammed to a stop.

“Get us back to the senator’s house,” Kell commanded. “Macey, keep that plane in sight, do you understand me?”

“Understanding, Kell,” he answered shortly.

Jerking his cell phone from the clip on his slacks, Kell keyed in the senator’s number quickly.

“Meet at the house. Do you still have your supplies?” Guns, ammo, everything a SEAL would need to defend himself.

“That and more,” the senator snapped, his voice husky. “We’re hauling everything out now and waiting for you.”

“Clear our way, we’re heading back at top speed and I don’t have time to deal with the cops in this state.”

“Taken care of,” the senator snapped. “I have your six, just get said six here pronto. Out.”

“Put it to the floor, Macey,” Kell demanded, forcing himself to relax back against his seat. “The senator’s arming us, expect the admiral to have air gear in place by the time we arrive. Macey, keep him updated on the Gulfstream’s tags. I want to know where and when that bastard lands the second he puts down.”

“Tagging in progress, chief, but he has help. Homeland Security is changing his call signs like they’re free. Let’s hope this program works.”

“Hope?” Kell growled.

“It’ll work. It’ll work,” Macey promised desperately. “Hell yes, or I’ll shoot it.”

Kell dragged his fingers through his hair and blew out an unsteady breath as his gaze met Reno’s.

“We’ll find her, Kell.” Reno stared back at him with savage determination. “We’ll get to her in time.”

They had to find her. For the first time in fifteen years, Kell began to pray.
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EMILY KNEW EXACTLY WHAT HAD happened when she awoke. The knowledge was just there, certain, painful. Her eyes fluttered open and she took a deep, fortifying breath. She had obviously been out for quite a long time because she wasn’t in a car or a plane, she was lying on a cot in a dark room that smelled of wet soil and desperation.

It was too similar to the first kidnapping, but this time Jansen wasn’t standing over her, his smile compassionate, his eyes hard. She remembered it now, clearly. How he had entered that shack just after she had been shoved inside it with the other girls. He had shaken his head at her and told her that her father should have chosen his friends more wisely.

And his daughter, his own daughter, Risa had stared back at him, dazed, in shock, because he had allowed one of those bastards to touch her. To rape her.

Tears filled her eyes now at the memory. How Risa had screamed for his help, begged him to make her rapist stop hurting her.

Please, Daddy. Please, she had screamed. But Jansen hadn’t made them stop. He had been silent, aloof, allowing the men to rape both Risa and Carrie, while ordering them away from Emily. Declaring that he would take care of her personally.

He had betrayed his own child.

He had helped Fuentes’s men hold them down after that while another shoved the syringe in each girl’s arm.

She whimpered at the memory. Why hadn’t she remembered it? How could she have so completely forgotten the monster he was? How could she have ever forgotten the monster who had allowed other men to rape his own child while saving Emily’s virginity for himself.

By time I finish with you, you’ll belong to me. You’ll beg for my cock. Beg for my touch. The perfect pet for myself and Elaine. She will so enjoy tasting every sweet inch of your body before I take you.

Emily nearly threw up at the memory. She could still see Risa’s eyes, the burning rage in the pale blue depths, the murderous hatred and shocked horror.

No wonder Clay had been forced to have her institutionalized. Risa must have somehow remembered. Carrie had died, she hadn’t been a threat, but Risa, Risa had never forgotten. The complete horrifying betrayal her father had dealt her had been too much for even that drug to erase.

Easing up from the cot she lay on, Emily whimpered as her stomach spasmed and nausea thickened in her throat.

“Don’t move too fast. That drug will pop in your head like a bullet if you do,” a dark, male voice warned her.

It was too late. Her head jerked to the side as blinding pain shot across her skull. And she should have known better. She should have been prepared for the pain, because it wasn’t the first time it had happened.

“Easy, girl.” The voice was weary, strained. “I can’t help you. Just ease up. They left some water on the little table beside you. It will help.”

Holding her head, Emily rose up again on the thin mattress, reaching shakily for the glass that sat beside a crude pitcher. The water was stale, but clean, and though it did nothing for the pain, it eased the horrible dryness in her mouth.

She had to think now, she reminded herself. She had to find a way out of this. Kell couldn’t save her this time. This time, Jansen would make certain he couldn’t find her. Somehow, they had found the weapon she had strapped to her thigh, because it was gone. But the skin-tag was still on her back. She could feel it. It was her only hope.

“It’s hard to believe Kell let you out of his sight long enough for you to be kidnapped.” A heavy sigh followed the words. “Hell, I thought he’d have figured out who Mr. White was by now and come racing to my rescue.”

She lifted her head, peering through the dim light to the man crouched in the corner of the room, his brilliant blue eyes blazing through the darkness with an almost demonic brightness.

She knew those eyes. She had attended his memorial service when the DNA results of a recovered body had come through weeks after her release from the hospital.

“Nathan?” she whispered. “Are you Kell’s friend? Nathan Malone? Captain Malone’s nephew?”

A crazed smile tilted his lips.

“Yeah. That’s me.” A soft lilt accompanied the mocking reflection. “What’s left of me. And I assume you’re Emily. It’s been a while and the light isn’t at its best in here.”

Emily glanced around the room. There was a sliver of moonlight shining in from a barred hole above the bed and a whiff of a sea-laden breeze.

“Where are we?” It wasn’t where she had been before. Then, she could smell the rotting vegetation of the jungle and hear the call of exotic birds. None of that was present now.

“Not sure.” There was a shrug in his words. “Near the ocean. I’m guessing California from some of the slang I’ve heard from the guards, but I have no idea what part.”

Emily massaged her forehead slowly, fighting the dizziness that threatened to overcome her and the sick heaving of her stomach.

“They’ve been checking on you every little bit,” he informed her. “They’re about due back. Jansen seems pretty concerned that you hadn’t woken yet.”

Jansen. Emily clenched her teeth against the sickness threatening to choke her. She had trusted him. Her father trusted him. His daughter had trusted him.

God, why hadn’t she remembered? Except for the nightmares, she realized. Until Kell had come, she had suffered the nightmares each time she met with Jansen. And now she knew why.

“Bastard,” she muttered.

A snort came from the corner. “Kell told me once that you don’t cuss.”

“Well, Kell was wrong,” she muttered. “I just see no need to insert four-letter words into every other sentence I speak.”

She inhaled slowly as the pain in her head began to subside marginally.

She remembered Jansen and Fuentes arguing that night, outside the shack. Jansen had wanted to have her moved immediately, to fly her to Switzerland where he could hide her. Then the other girls, Carrie and his daughter Risa, were to be given to Sorrell.

Oh God. Jansen had been making plans to have Carrie and his daughter turned over to that terrorist. Into a harem where they would never be seen or heard from again. To do it before Richard Stanton and Admiral Holloran could launch a rescue attempt.

Fuentes had been furious. They had argued over it, with Jansen accusing the drug lord of sucking up to a son.

“You think that little bastard is ever going to care what you do?” Jansen hissed. “He’s a SEAL, you stupid bastard!”

“And you are little more than a terrorist’s rutting lackey,” Fuentes said. “I told you, I have not yet decided if my cartel will deal with those vipers. Do not push me.”

“It’s too late to back out, Diego.”

“I did not make this deal with Sorrell, my friend,” Diego snapped. “Until I decide it is in my best interest, Sorrell can suck my dick. The girls stay. They will make me millions on the black market. The videos of their willing rapes will benefit the cartel. Giving them to a terrorist only benefits your pockets.”

“You’re pretty.” Nathan sighed then. “Prettier than the other girls they’ve brought here to torture me with.”

“What?” Emily stared back at him in confusion, seeing the glazed madness in his too-lean features, the agonizing pain in his eyes.

“Is Kell coming for you, do you think?” There was a strange vein of wistfulness in his voice as he asked the question.

Emily breathed out roughly. “If he can find me.”

“Clay tricked him. Clay tricks everyone, lass.” Irish. That was the accent she heard. It was faint, just a soft flavor of a tone.

“Yes, Clay tricked us all.” She leaned her head against the wall behind her, her breath hitching at the knowledge that Jansen could have very well won this time. The skin-tag on her back had limited range, Kell had warned her. How limited she wasn’t certain.

“Don’t discount him.” Thin shoulders shrugged wearily. “He’s a murderous son of a bitch, our Kell. He’ll find you. He’ll find me. He’ll gut Jansen like he gutted those bastards that killed his wife.”

“He’ll rescue us. He’ll leave Clay to justice. Father and Admiral Hollaran will make certain of it.” She had to believe that. Her father and the admiral and Captain Malone would be with them, there wasn’t a doubt in her mind.

“Don’t fool yourself, lass,” A flash of teeth in a mocking smile. “My uncle will hand him the knife. Jordan Malone is nothing if not bloodthirsty as hell. Trust me, Clay won’t make it out of here alive.”

And he was right. She knew he was right. Kell would cut a swath of death through this place.

“Why has Fuentes kept you like this?” she finally asked him. “The scientist was killed more than a month ago.”

“And there, darlin’, is the million-dollar question,” he grunted. “Welcome to my hell. Meet Nathan ‘Irish’ Malone, current guinea pig to Diego bastard Fuentes and Jansen son of a bitch Clay. I’m their Whore’s Dust experiment, darlin’. See how much it takes before the SEAL breaks. Have I broken yet?”

Bitterness and rage were reflected in the hoarse voice as he pondered that question. His eyes glittered in the semidarkness, filled with icy, brutal resolve.

“I don’t understand,” she whispered.

“Join the club.” His head tilted back, and as it did, Emily noticed he was naked. He sat on the dirt floor, his legs drawn to his chest, his arms wrapped around them to hide his nakedness.

Pulling at the thin blanket that had covered her when she awoke, she tossed it to him. His head snapped up, a partial snarl curling his lips before he realized what had touched him.

His hand reached out, pulling the narrow blanket over his legs as his fingers seemed to caress it.

“Won’t get to keep it long,” he said before staring back at her. “They’ll be back soon.”

There was an air of predatory awareness about him, a wildness contained that was frightening. Several of his words slurred, but she couldn’t tell if it was the accent or something else causing it. She was terribly afraid there was something else causing it. Something like that drug, if what he said was true.

“Kell will be here,” she whispered. She remembered whispering it before. When she had held Carrie against her, absorbing the other girl’s shudders when they had been locked in the shack alone, awaiting Diego Fuentes’s decision.

Kell will be here, Emily thought. He’ll save us. Hang on, Risa, just a little while. He’ll save us, I swear it. He’ll make sure Jansen can never hurt you again.

She had broken her promise. Emily forced back her tears, her sobs. For nineteen months Risa had been gone. Had Jansen given her to Sorrell after all? Was the institution merely a cover story?

Kell would kill Jansen and for once Emily couldn’t even feel regret for it. She wanted to kill him. If she could shove a knife in his heart and twist, it wouldn’t cause her to lose a second of sleep. Monsters needed to be destroyed, and Jansen Clay was a monster.

“He’ll come for you,” Nathan told her softly. “Kell will cut a path of blood through this place that no one will soon forget. I hope they’re ready for the beast they’ve just unleashed.”

So did she. She prayed Kell found her. How much of a head start did Clay have on him? It couldn’t be much.

“Was Ian on the team?” Nathan suddenly asked, blinking back at her, and for a moment, just a moment, sanity seemed to glitter in his eyes.

“Ian Richards?” She nodded. “He was there.”

Nathan hummed as he nodded his head. Then he settled his forehead against his knees and seemed to be rocking himself.

“I see beauty, I see pleasure. I see the dragon’s maiden,” he whispered then. “Ah, lass, bring me sanity.”

A dry chuckle filled the shack as Emily watched the man with compassion. Whatever Fuentes had done to him, it had driven him insane.

Emily laid her head back against the wall, staring at the strip of moonlight that gleamed through the bars on the opposite wall. She could see the stars, but she didn’t know enough about them to tell where they were located.

She should have paid more attention in those science classes instead of goofing off, she thought with a small sigh as she rubbed at her bare arms.

“You look like my wife when you sit like that. Please don’t do that again.”

Her head snapped forward at the tormented sound of Nathan’s voice, her eyes widening as she glimpsed the wildness in his eyes.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “Are you okay?”

“I’ll never be okay,” he said then, distantly, his voice almost guttural as he watched her. “I see her sometimes in the women they bring to me. I hear her voice. I hear her crying. Is she crying, do you think?”

Emily swallowed tightly. “They drugged you.”

A bitter laugh left his throat. “Constantly, girl. I’m a hard-on packin’ fool. How long have I been here anyway? They don’t tell me these things.”

“Nineteen months.” She curled closer to the wall. She could distantly remember the effects of those drugs, and they had been hell.

“Nineteen months,” he said absently. “That’s a long time, isn’t it? Longer than I thought.”

She watched as he tapped his heel against the dirt. A steady beat, almost unconscious, tapping and grinding his foot against the floor as though searching for something.

“When they come back, they’ll bring the needles again.” His voice hardened. “When they do, they’ll tie you down, close to me. Don’t try to talk to me. Don’t cry. Play dead, you hear me? No matter what happens, you play dead. You got that, girl?”

Her breath hitched on a sob. Oh God, what were they doing to this man?

“Do you hear me?” Animalistic, grating, his voice demanded an answer.

Emily nodded frantically. “I understand. Play dead.”

“I don’t want to touch you. God. I don’t want this anymore.” His heel ground harder into the dirt. “Motherfuckers, they took the damned boots. Where the hell are my fucking boots?”

Emily wrapped her arms around her stomach, watching the anger building in Nathan as the minutes ticked by. She didn’t try to speak to him, or to question the madness that seemed to grip him.

She began to pray instead.
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KELL MANEUVERED THE BLACK HAWK with precise, gentle motions. They were moving fast, below radar, the powerful helicopter eating up the distance as they maneuvered over the mountains and headed toward San Diego. At his side sat Clint McIntyre, behind him Macey worked his wizardry on the laptop, using the satellite link the copter utilized.

So far, they had bypassed any undue notice. Beside Macey, Reno Chavez checked weapons while Senator Stanton’s buddy retired Master Chief Strepton checked com links.

Admiral Holloran and Captain Malone and Senator Stanton talked in low voices, checking their weapons and equipment. Kell hated having them here. His attention would be distracted between keeping Emily’s father and Nathan’s uncle alive.

Kell just hoped like hell they could get through this without more lives lost. Except Clay’s and Fuentes’s. Those two he wanted for himself. He wanted to feel their blood washing over his hands, watch the life dim in their eyes.

“ETA twenty minutes,” Clint reported as he checked navigation and repeated Kell’s heading. “Go in as low as you can. The military keeps a close watch here and Clay could be utilizing the spotters.”

The mission was so damned clandestine that only Admiral Holloran’s office was aware of it. The knowledge that Jansen Clay had involved himself with Fuentes was a bitter pill to swallow, but it made sense. He had the connections to help Fuentes in his arms deals, as well as the drug business. But what was in it for Clay? The man had more money than he could spend in three lifetimes. What would make a man so depraved that he would betray his country, as well as his only child, with such evil?

Macey had detected where and how Clay had hidden his Gulfstream in the commercial air traffic, which suggested Clay had help somewhere in Homeland Security. The net was slowly materializing, but perhaps too late. The skin-tag Emily had worn had been activated after a message from Judas came through reporting Jansen had secured his hostage for the time being.

Three seconds. Macey had three seconds to pinpoint the location before they lost it forever. And he had done it. The son of a bitch was a fucking miracle worker.

Dawn was beginning to streak behind them, moving in closer as Kell flew the military helicopter at top speed, racing to land in their designated area before daylight appeared.

“The boys are in place,” Macey said softly through the helicopter mic. “Weapons and vehicles are awaiting us.”

The things that boy could do with a computer could make chills race up a man’s spine. If he allowed it. Kell had firmly pushed back the man he wanted to be and allowed the killer free. Cajun. That was his call name. That was the man going to war. The Cajun gator. Cold. A killing machine. Today, Jansen Clay and Diego Fuentes were going to die. It was that simple.

“We’ll hit the house just after daybreak if we stay on schedule,” Macey reported. “SEAL team two has a lock on the security and is awaiting our arrival. They won’t know what’s hit them.”

Macey’s boys. SEAL team two was in San Diego on a training exercise. Blood was the perfect teacher.

Emily.

“Town house is still quiet,” Macey reported. “Kira is out of danger but still in serious condition. We’re covered, locked and loaded.”

“I’ll take the house,” Ian announced from his position next to the doors. “Diego will have an escape plan. I’ll move on that and Clay as well if he’s following behind.”

“Team two, we’re moving into position, do you have us?” Kell spoke into the communications link Macey had established with the team as he neared their landing point.

“Team two ready and waiting,” Commander Charles reported.

Kell maneuvered the Black Hawk between the ridges several miles from Jansen Clay’s seaside mansion and set it down without a bump. He was throwing his safety harness and cutting the power as the doors slid open.

“Commander Charles.” Kell affected a hasty salute as he jumped to the ground, taking the gear one of the other black-clad SEALs handed him. “Is your man on point?”

“In place.” Commander Charles’s dark head nodded. “The mansion is quiet with only a few guards on the perimeter and one dog. They aren’t expecting you, Lieutenant. We’ve located the shed the hostages are being held in and we have one of our snipers in place. Clay and Fuentes are on location and currently heading for the holding cells on the property.”

Clay. Kell could feel his blood boiling at the thought of the other man.

“We want the cell empty of unfriendlies before we go in,” Commander Charles stated as Kell geared up alongside Reno, Clint, and the senator. Macey and Ian jumped into a jeep, where Macey continued to hammer away on his laptop.

“We’ll move into position and await Clay’s exit,” Kell snapped. “But I want him, Commander. And I want him alive.”

“And Fuentes?” Charles asked, his eyes narrowing.

“However you can get him, dead or alive.” Unless Kell got to him first.

“Let’s load up.” Charles nodded. “We have a fifteen-minute drive ahead of us and dawn is heading this way. Let’s get this done.”

They raced for the jeeps, loading in with the rest of team two before speeding along the narrow track that led to Clay’s property.

No wonder they couldn’t find Fuentes. He hadn’t needed to buy his own property when Jansen was putting the drug lord up in his mansion. The three-story hacienda-style home sat on a cliff overlooking the ocean, surrounded by high ridges and accessible to normal traffic by only one road.

Normal traffic.

Fifteen minutes later the jeeps were parked a short distance from the cliffs on the sandy beach and SEALs were rappelling up the cliff face toward the mansion.

The mansion’s walls only extended to the cliff rather than completely surrounding the mansion. Even a mountain goat would have had problems scaling the cliff’s stone face. But SEALs were better than mountain goats. And the Cajun gator was in the lead, his knives ready, his mind clear, and ice for blood.

It was time for payback.

 

EMILY TRIED TO HUG THE wall, hell, she tried to become the wall as the sound of a key turning in the lock sent chills racing up her spine.

Nathan growled from the corner. The sound of a cornered wolf, terrifying for the subtle softness of it.

Emily scooted back on the cot, pressing herself into the corner as the door opened and Jansen and Diego Fuentes stepped into the room, followed by one of the guards.

A small bulb lit up in the ceiling then. It wasn’t a lot of light, but it was enough to clearly see Jansen’s handsome face. Even now, she didn’t want to believe he could be so evil. His expression was sympathetic, his eyes showing true regret as he watched her. It made her want to kill. To strip away the deceitful veil he wore so easily.

“I see you’ve survived Diego’s heavy-handed guards once again,” he said as he tucked his hands in the pockets of his slacks and watched her closely. “Your cheek is going to bruise. Did you try to fight them when you woke on the plane?”

Emily lifted her hand to her cheek, only then realizing it was sore. She had fought them. Now she remembered waking up for a short time, just before they had loaded her onto the plane, and she had fought like a demented animal. If she wasn’t mistaken, one of the guards was wearing her claw marks on his face. She didn’t answer Jansen though, she merely glared back silently.

His lips quirked as he glanced around the rough cell.

“Your accommodations are better this time. I made certain of it.” His gaze fell on Nathan in the corner. “We even made certain you had some company.”

The sound that came from Nathan’s throat was a frightening one. A low rumble, a promise of retribution. Jansen grimaced, turning back to Emily.

“I’m truly sorry about this, Emily,” he said. “If only your father had cooperated a bit more. But it wouldn’t have mattered, would it? I think you were already remembering. Your inquiries about Risa’s health were always worded very carefully. Diego’s drug isn’t as powerful as he assumed it was.” He threw the South American a gloating glance. “He’s made several mistakes over the past two years, wouldn’t you say?”

Nathan snarled in fury as Emily clenched her fists to keep from screaming in outrage and horror.

“What are you doing to him?” He was like an animal, his eyes burning in the dim light, his face waxen.

Jansen smiled as he turned back to her. “Did you hear of the great and abiding love Nathan Malone had for his wife?” he asked her. “Some said there was a bond between them that could not be broken. Let’s say we’re breaking it. He’s been a puzzle, our Nathan has been. But before he died, the scientist who developed the Whore’s Dust managed to perfect its design. Once Nathan is given the new drug, he won’t even remember his wife. All he’ll know is the need to fuck. And here you will be, unwilling perhaps, but definitely created to fuck.”

“You can’t do this.” Her gaze flew to the chained SEAL in horror before shifting back to Jansen. “Kell will kill you for this, Jansen.”

“He’ll never know I was involved.” He shrugged carelessly. “Do you think I did anything more than place the chloroform over your mouth and nose? There were others waiting inside the tunnel to spirit you away. Kell has no idea I was involved.”

“He is quite good, is he not?” Diego said mockingly as he stared back at her. “We have been associates for years, but his contacts here have made him invaluable. Not indispensable.” He shot Jansen a smarmy smile. “But invaluable.”

Jansen’s expression tightened in irritation.

“Kell will kill you both,” she informed them softly. “Neither of you will make it out of here alive.”

“He’ll gut you.” Nathan’s raspy voice sounded like a primal hiss. “He’ll take his knife and open you up like a fish. And he’ll smile. He’ll smile because it will be good. Oh, it will be so good. Blood flowing, warm and rich, the dragon feeds on the slayers’ flesh.”

Emily shivered at the death that sounded in the other man’s voice. Nathan was truly insane. What still held him grounded she wasn’t certain, but what she was certain of, was that this man, if not in life then in death, would ensure Jansen’s and Fuentes’s deaths.

“I do believe the drugs have affected his mind,” Jansen said. “We’ve overused him, Fuentes.”

Fuentes shrugged. “That sin lies at your feet, my friend. It does not affect me. I only demanded the chance to recoup my losses before you spirited the delectable little Miss Stanton away to your very good friend Sorrell. I am absolved of this.”

Jansen grunted as he shook his head then turned his gaze back to Emily. “I’ll make certain you’re taken care of,” he told her then. “As soon as Diego and I hammer out a few details you’ll be flown to that little chateau in Switzerland I told you about before. Elaine is already heading there, sweetheart. She’s getting ready for you. Eagerly anticipating your arrival. Once we’ve sampled your no doubt used charms, Sorrell will then collect you.”

A sob tore at her chest as her hand covered her mouth, denial raging inside her. “Elaine knows?” Her voice was raw with pain.

Jansen smiled softly, compassionately. “It was Elaine’s idea, darling.”

He turned to Fuentes. “Have your men inject him. Let’s get this over with so we can leave.”

Fuentes chuckled. “You have a soft spot for this one, Jansen,” he commented as he flicked an amused glance at Emily. “Perhaps before you leave with her, I would like a taste of her as well. Why should our mad SEAL have her alone?”

Jansen stilled. “That wasn’t the deal. Get him drugged and get the fucking cameras up. Get it over with so we can leave.”

Fuentes sighed with mocking regret. “Perhaps you are right. I hear Krieger has become quite besotted with her. Perhaps after a taste of her, I would not wish to release her, hmmm?”

“Don’t make me kill you, Diego.”

The sound of Diego’s men’s weapons snapping in preparation as Jansen moved forward Diego had Nathan’s head jerking up again.

“Kill him, Diego.” The fanatical glee in Nathan’s voice was terrifying. “Do it. You’ll gain points. Don’t you want to gain points?”

Diego chuckled, much like an overindulgent parent.

“Ahh, if only I could give you your wish, my sad little friend. Unfortunately, he does still have his uses.” He turned to his guards. “Prepare them. Let us get this done quickly. Do not drug the woman though.”

“That wasn’t the deal,” Jansen snapped.

Diego shrugged once again. “Her willingness to be raped by you gains me nothing. Do not push your luck, my friend, I believe there are other matters you need my agreement on as well.”

Emily felt the icy terror as it began to spread through her body. They were actually going through with this. Jansen was going to destroy them all without a twinge of regret.

“Kell will kill you, Jansen,” she whispered hoarsely. “You know him. You know he will.”

“He’ll never find you, Emily.” He smiled gently. “I truly covered my tracks this time, my dear. There’s no way he even suspects where you are.”

“He won’t stop looking.” Raw grief overwhelmed her, swamping her emotions, her soul. God, to lose him like this. To know that when he did find her, she would likely be so damaged that it wouldn’t matter. As Nathan had proved, a mind could bear only so much horror.

“He may never stop looking, but his search will be in vain.” His voice was gentle, his expression almost tender. God, he was so sick. There was something so twisted about him that he went beyond evil.

“Diego, you can inject our reluctant SEAL now. Let’s see if your new dosage is actually accurate.”

“No!” Emily jumped from the cot as Jansen turned to leave the room. “You can’t do this, Jansen.”

Rage was beating through her brain, whipping through her bloodstream, as her fist collided with his head. She hadn’t meant to hit him. She had meant to plead. To beg.

“You little bitch.”

Pain resounded through her head as his fist collided with it, throwing her back as she heard a roar from the corner of the room. Emily bounced against the wall before slumping to the floor.

“You will not do that again, Emily.” Hard hands gripped her arms, lifting her from the floor and throwing her back to the cot as lights danced around her and an eerie buzzing filled her head. “The next time, I’ll rape you myself.”

Fury filled Jansen’s voice as Emily fought to right herself, to force her eyes to focus on his enraged face.

“I’d rather die,” she snarled, her voice rough, trembling from the dizzying sway of her senses. “I would kill myself first.”

“Whore’s Dust will change your mind,” he snapped. “I saw the tapes of your detox, Emily. I saw how you screamed, how you begged to be fucked. They had to tie you down.”

She tasted blood in her mouth and felt the numbness at the side of her face as she finally focused fully on him.

“And I’ll scream Kell’s name,” she whispered raggedly, gloatingly. “Just as I did then. Imagine that one, Jansen. Jack off to it if you have to. You might force me to accept you, but it will always be Kell’s name on my lips.”

He snapped back from her, breathing roughly, his handsome face flushed with anger.

“Double that bastard’s dose.” He flicked his fingers toward Nathan. “I want him to hurt her. I want Kell Krieger to see his best friend tearing her up.” He shot her a triumphant smile. “Scream Kell’s name now, Emily, while his brother in arms fucks you silly.”

He swept from the cell as the soldiers converged on Nathan, syringe in hand, and held him down. He wasn’t screaming, he was growling, snarling. Enraged animalistic sounds tore from his throat as they jabbed the needle into his arm and sent the diabolical drug into his body.

Emily collapsed on the cot as the cell door slammed shut and the key turned in the lock again.

“Well. Thanks there, Emily,” Nathan said. “I believe they may have indeed given me a double dose.”

Emily opened her eyes to stare back at him. “How long do we have, do you think?”

She had seen the videos as well, and knew the horrible, enraged lust she had experienced. How much worse would it be for him?

“Hell if I know.” He fell back against the wall behind him. One second he was crouched on the floor, the next he was pushing himself closer to the wall. “Sometimes a few hours, sometimes a few minutes. They’ve been playing with the dosage and the strength. Maybe this one will kill me.”

If possible, his eyes were brighter, glowing, eerie in the dim light of the room as his hands scraped at the side of the wall.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered tearfully. “I’m so sorry.”

“Kell won’t get here in time.” He grimaced. “There’s no way he will get here in time. Ah God. I can’t do this.”

He pressed his head into the wall behind him as he stared up at the ceiling.

“Have you seen my wife?” he asked desperately. “Did you meet her?”

“No.” She could see him tensing, feel him fighting the drugs tearing through him.

“Ahh, she’s a wee lit’l thing. Soft as down, her flesh is.” The accent thickened. “Her smile like sunshine. Her eyes the prettiest shade of gray. Like a dove.”

“She sounds beautiful.” Emily’s breath released on a sob as his back arched, the chords in his neck standing out in sharp relief as a horrible groan left his chest.

“My beautiful lit’l lass. Will she remember I loved her?”

His head lifted, his arms dropping to his sides, and a second later a crude knife appeared in his hands. It was no more than a thin strip of metal, but the wicked edge that gleamed beneath the light had Emily swallowing tightly.

“Nathan?” Emily sat up straighter in the cot.

“I’d rather die than betray her,” he whispered hoarsely, handling the knife confidently, running it over his fingers. “I’ve had this for a while now, contemplating, planning. You know, she’d rather I fuck than die. If it were her, I’d never hold it against her, would I, now? I’d love her until death took my last breath.”

“Hold on, Nathan,” Emily sobbed. “Please. Please hold on.”

Emily stared back at him dry-eyed, her gaze caught by that knife. She knew what he was going to do. He was going to honor his vows to the woman he loved the only way he knew how. He would end up killing either himself or her.

“I love my wee lass,” he whispered, his gaze caught by the knife. “Do ya know suicide is a sin, Emily?”

“Yes.” Tears slid down her cheeks. “She wouldn’t want you to commit a sin, Nathan.”

“So is fornication,” he whispered, turning that mad gaze back on her. “Betraying the vows I made to her. Rape is a sin. It’s takin’ what belongs to another. Which is the lesser sin? Takin’ my own life or yours? Or committin’ adultery and rape, lass? Where is the greatest pain?”

Rage, pain, and madness were reflected in his eyes. He had survived this long because he hadn’t broken those vows to his wife. Nineteen months he had been in this hell, and he hadn’t broken.

“Nathan, just a little longer,” she whispered. “Kell will be here. He’ll take us both out of here and it won’t hurt anymore.”

“Everything hurts,” he said roughly, dragging the blanket closer to his nude body.

“Will she know I loved her?” he asked as he huddled against the wall.

Emily felt her lips tremble. “She knows.”

He paused, his eyes closing briefly before focusing on her once more. “I’m sorry,” he said then. “It’s the drug. It’s hard to find her when the drug is like this. I search and search for her. I can hear her. But I can’t find her.”

For a moment wry humor entered his eyes before the madness took his gaze once again.

A scream echoed through the cell then. Emily’s head swung toward the door, hearing the rat-a-tat of gunfire and voices suddenly raised in alarm. Her eyes flew back to Nathan.

“Kell.” She moved carefully to the side of the cot. “Kell’s here, Nathan. Do you hear that?”

He held the knife easily, tracking her every move.

“Listen, Nathan.” The gunfire was closer. “He’s here. You can’t give up.” Tears fell from her eyes then, fear and pain, rage and joy surging inside her all at once as Nathan stepped closer.

In his eyes she saw his death. The drug had stolen what little sanity Nathan Malone possessed and all that was left was the animal the SEALs had created. The drug could rule the body, but the man had been trained, honed, and molded into a creature of death. And rather than betray all he loved, he would die.

The man was stripped away now, and all that was left was the creature.

“Oh God, Nathan, please. He’s here. Kell is here,” she whispered beseechingly. “Don’t let them take this from you. God, please, don’t let them steal your rescue.”

She had to make him see reason, had to make him listen. What had he said earlier? A certain position reminded him of his wife.

She laid her head back against the wall, revealing only her profile to him, fighting to breathe, certain this was her last chance. If he didn’t see reason now, then she was going to be a bloody mess when Kell arrived.

“Kell is here,” she said again, softer this time. She had no idea what his wife sounded like, but she was giving it her best shot. “He’s come to rescue you, Nathan.”

He blinked back in confusion.

“Don’t you want to go home?”

His hand shook.

“I want to go home, Nathan. I just want to go home.” She wanted to lie in Kell’s arms, she wanted to hear him whisper to her again. “Let’s go home, Nathan.”

“Home is gone.” His hand gripped the knife tighter. “Home is gone. Goodbye.”

 

“STOP THAT FUCKING COPTER. STOP it now, goddammit.” Kell sprayed a round of gunfire at the copter as it lifted off, wavering for a second before banking and heading out to sea and taking Fuentes with it.

He was escaping again.

“Son of a bitch.” Throwing the assault weapon over his shoulder, Kell sprinted the few feet to the cell where Emily was being held.

Kell jerked the Beretta from the holster on his hip, shot the lock free and burst into the room. Into hell.

“Fuck!”

Naked, aroused, a homemade knife held in his hand, Nathan jerked Emily from the cot and pushed her behind him.

Irish blue eyes stared back at him in madness as Emily’s dark eyes, wide with terror, watched him hopefully.

“He’s drugged,” she gasped. “The Whore’s Dust. A lot of it.”

“Shut up,” Nathan yelled, the knife wavering in his hand. “Stay away from her. Let her alone.”

Not his fault. She mouthed the words silently; tears tracking down her cheeks as Nathan dragged her closer to him.

That was his little fox. Always fighting for someone else.

“Nate.” Kell kept his voice low despite the desperation clawing inside him. “Let’s go, Nate. It’s time to evac.”

Nathan blinked back at him. “Evac?”

“The chopper is outside, Nate. Time to get the girl out of here and go home. Your wife is waiting for you, Nate. You gonna disappoint her?”

For a second, Kell swore he saw a hint of sanity in Nathan’s eyes.

“They found the tracker,” Nathan growled. “The heel won’t work.”

God! They would have cut that damned tracker out of the heel of his foot. Son of a bitch.

“We don’t need it, Nate,” he said softly. “Come on, man, let’s go home.”

“I won’t let you hurt her,” Nathan growled. “They left her here to hurt her. So you could hurt her. I could hurt her. Someone was going to hurt her.”

“Not anymore, Nathan. We have Fuentes and Clay,” he lied, his eyes locked on that knife. “Let’s go home, man.”

“Home?” The knife wavered as he seemed to stumble.

And then Emily moved. How she did it, how she knew to do it, Kell had no idea. Before he could jump for her, her elbow slammed into Nathan’s undefended belly as her other hand locked beneath his wrist and pushed at it just enough to give Kell the chance to jump for Nathan and pull her free.

Free. He shoved her behind him, staring at Nathan carefully as rage flickered in his eyes a second before he slumped back to the wall.

“And here I thought he would have the nerve to kill if he found the chance.”

Kell swung around, pushing Emily behind him again to stare down the wrong end of the pistol Jansen Clay was holding on them.

“Son of a bitch!” Kell cursed. “I’m just about getting sick of having you in my fucking face, Jansen. There are two teams of SEALs out there. Do you really think you’re going to get away this time?”

“Only the three of you know about me.” Jansen shrugged. “I kill you and it’s over with.”

“Wrong.” Kell took great satisfaction in watching Jansen’s eyes narrow almost fearfully. “We knew who had her. We tracked your wife to that chateau in Switzerland. She’s being picked up by American agents even as we speak.”

He felt Emily behind him, her slender fingers gripping the Beretta he had tucked into the back of his pants. Fear slammed into his gut.

“It doesn’t matter,” Jansen stated quietly. “Without witnesses, it will be very hard to prove. You can watch your friend die, then die yourself as I take Emily.”

The gun turned on Nathan as Jansen’s finger tightened on the trigger, and the little fox that Kell would have sworn would never hurt a fly fired the weapon from his side.

Point-blank at the center of Jansen Clay’s chest.

The gun dropped from Jansen’s fingers, his hand covering the wound as he turned his surprised gaze back to Emily.

“I didn’t hurt you,” he whispered in shock. “I was going to save you . . .” He lifted his hand and stared at the blood staining it before his gaze returned to Emily. “I was coming for you—”

He collapsed to the floor as Captain Malone and Commander Charles rushed into the room.

“Em.” Kell jerked around, prepared to snatch the gun from her nerveless fingers, prepared for the horror in her eyes. What he saw instead sent a surge of heat rushing through his veins. Her gaze was clear; only a glimmer of remorse touched the blue depths as she deftly turned her wrist, holding the gun, barrel pointing down, out to him.

“Monsters don’t deserve to live,” she said calmly. “I won’t lose any sleep over killing him.”

He took the gun carefully, tucked it in the band of his pants again then jerked her into his arms, holding her close, feeling his throat tighten with the emotion that suddenly filled it.

“God, I love you,” he whispered.

Kissing her brow, Kell sighed deeply before releasing her just enough to turn and watch the men swarming into the room. The medics had come prepared for Nathan, but Kell wondered if anything could put the man together again.

He was slumped against the wall, naked, his eyes filled with madness as he glared at Jansen’s dead body. His muscles twitched spasmodically, his once-strong body nearly emaciated.

“Nathan?” The captain moved slowly into the room, staring at his nephew as tears filled his light blue eyes. “Boy, you’re slacking off. Did I give you permission to rest?” Malone’s tone snapped with strength.

Nathan jerked, dragging the blanket closer as he tried to struggle to his feet.

“Do you walk out of here or do we carry you?” the captain barked.

“Make him stop.” Emily flinched at the tone. “Please, Kell.”

“No, Emily. If he doesn’t walk out of here, he’ll never have a chance of surviving.” He held her close, watching as a glimmer of sanity returned to Nathan’s eyes as he struggled to come to attention.

“Boy. I said do we carry you out?” the captain yelled.

“No, sir.” Nathan shook his head. “No, sir.”

“On your feet.”

Nathan struggled to his feet, securing the blanket around his hips.

“Sir.” He weaved. “On my feet.”

“You will walk to that helicopter outside. You will submit yourself to the medic standing by. Are we clear, Lieutenant Malone?”

Nathan shuddered, shivered, but his head tilted before wobbling on his shoulders.

“Sir. Understood.” His voice was weak as he moved. One foot in front of the other. A harsh frown creasing his brow.

The captain’s eyes gleamed with dampness as his nephew neared him.

“Sir.” Nathan paused beside him.

“Yes, Lieutenant.” The captain firmed his shaking lips.

“Sir. I could use a crutch.” His knees gave way, but the captain was there, his arms going around the taller man’s bony body, holding him to him as he shook with silent sobs.

“I have you, son,” he whispered. “I’ll be your crutch.”

Kell watched as they moved through the doorway, nephew and uncle.

His arms tightened around Emily as his gaze was drawn once again to Jansen’s dead body.

“Those gun lessons came in handy,” he murmured.

“Yeah, they did.” Her voice was shaky now, but hell, he was shaky, Kell thought. “And I won’t lose a moment’s sleep over it.”

He met her eyes and saw an understanding there he hadn’t expected. One he wouldn’t have asked for, because the warrior inside him wouldn’t be denied. But she understood. For the first time, he thought, she understood why he and her father had gone off to war, why they had risked their lives and the happiness of those they left behind.

To give innocence a chance.

“You two ready to go home?” the senator asked from the doorway. “We’re going to be doing a lot of explaining.”

“Home sounds damned good.” Emily sighed. “Real damned good.”

“Have they picked up Elaine?” Kell asked the senator.

“They took her into custody a while ago.” Richard grimaced. “We sent agents to the hospital Risa was admitted to and had her forcibly removed and taken to Bethesda. She was in bad shape.”

Kell felt the shaky breath Emily drew in.

“Jansen let the guards rape her on the plane the first time we were kidnapped,” she whispered, tears choking her voice. “She’ll need help.”

Richard nodded. “And she’ll get it. Come on, children, let’s load up. I’m just getting too damned old for this shit.”

He wasn’t the only one. Kell swung Emily into his arms, holding her close to his chest as she buried her face against him and let her tears fall free.

She had been strong. So damned strong. She hadn’t even hesitated to take Clay out. The single shot had pierced the other man’s heart and exploded from his back. At close range, cold as ice and madder than hell, his kitten had taken her vengeance despite his wishes to the contrary.

“Okay?” He cradled her in his arms as the helicopter lifted from Clay’s seaside home.

She nodded. “Tired though. Very tired.”

“Sleep, baby.” He kissed her forehead. “Just sleep and I’ll take care of everything else. I promise. I’ll take care of it all.”


 

 

 

 

Twenty-nine

 

 

SHE DIDN’T HAVE NIGHTMARES. IT was twelve hours before she collapsed into a bed only barely aware of Kell moving onto the mattress beside her and pulling her into his arms. There were no nightmares. She slept deep and undisturbed until a kiss feathered across her lips.

Emily felt the blankets easing slowly from her body as Kell kissed her with an aching hunger she had never known from him. Gentle kisses, soft nips at her lips, the lick of his tongue over the rounded curves as he pulled her closer to him.

“Emily.” He breathed her name into the kiss. “Wake up for me, baby.”

His hands moved over her body, sliding over her skin and setting off flares of pleasure that overwhelmed her awakening mind.

She had to touch him. To lean into his kiss, to soak up the heat and power that was so much a part of him. She needed him. Here and now, before he had time to remember the world outside and to walk away from her.

Struggling in his hold, she pushed him to his back, aware he was lying against the pillow now only because he wanted to. Whatever the reason, she rose over him, her eyes opening in drowsy heat to stare into the brilliance of his.

So green. His sun-darkened expression was different. Stronger. More intent than she had ever seen before.

“No condom,” she moaned. “I want to feel you. All of you.”

“We’ll make babies, Emily,” he whispered back. “Beautiful little babies.”

Emily froze, her hands splayed against his shoulders.

She could feel herself shaking then, a fine tremor beginning in her heart and spreading through her body.

“Babies mean forever,” she whispered as he lifted her above him, parting her thighs until she straddled his hips.

“So does love,” he said, guiding his hard cock to nudge against the damp folds between her thighs. “Love is forever, Emily. And I love you. Forever.”

He eased inside her. The thick crest parted her vagina, fiery warmth began to invade her body.

His lips caught hers as his cock impaled her, easing in to the hilt as the breath caught in her throat and she swore her eyes crossed at the pleasure.

“You ran me to ground.” He smiled against her lips as he turned her onto her back before his lips moved to her neck, her shoulder. “I’m yours, Emily. I’ve always been yours.”

His lips moved to her breast, covering a nipple, sipping at it with greedy hunger as his hips began to move, sliding his cock through the slick portal he possessed, sending sensation and exquisite pleasure to build and consume.

Lifting to him, Emily’s arms went around his shoulders, her lips to his neck, tasting him, feeling him.

Heat poured from his body, from hers. It was like this each time they touched, as though no part of her body had ever been cold. The fires of need carefully banked whenever he was away, always flared to life once she saw him again.

But the flares were building. Like fingers of wicked, white-hot pleasure they rushed through her, snapping and zapping over tender nerve endings, sensitizing her, building the pleasure until she was crying out for him, begging for more.

“Ah, chère,” he groaned in her ear. “You move like silk against me.”

Her legs tightened around his thrusting hips as he fucked her harder, deeper. The way she liked it, with desperate demand, without control.

His hips churned above her, thrust and impaled, driving his cock into the tightening muscles of her pussy as she fought to hold back, to milk every particle of sensation, every microsecond of hunger swirling around them.

“I love you, chère,” he whispered at her ear, his voice gasping, thick, rough. “With a soul I didn’t believe I possessed, I love you. Always, Emily.”

“I love you.” Her eyes opened as his head lifted from her breast and his eyes snared her. “I love you—Kell—love you.”

She was screaming as sensation overtook her now. The orgasm ripped through her, tore through nerve endings, spasmed in her womb, and as she felt his sperm flooding her pussy, she went higher.

Past and future disintegrated. Her mind disintegrated. It melted beneath the heat and the power of release. Her release, his release. The completion of it seared her soul even as he whispered his love again. Vowed it, swore it. Kell collapsed over her, catching his weight on his elbows as his chest heaved with the need for oxygen and something inside his soul seemed to tear free. As though facing what he felt for her, facing her with it, had somehow torn free the shadows that had held him for so many years.

With his dick still semihard inside her, the first wave of hunger sated, he lifted his head from the pillow beside her and found his gaze snared by hers.

Sweet, soft sapphire. Her gaze was filled with emotion, with love. It was soft with gentleness, filled with satiation.

“Say it again,” she whispered, her fingers trembling as they lifted to his lips, touching them, like heated silk.

“I love you.” He spoke the words against the pads of her fingers, watching the tears well and overflow her eyes, the glistening moisture tracking down her flushed cheeks.

“You love me.” Her lips trembled.

“I love you, Emily.”

“No more condom fetish?”

“No more condom fetish, Emily.” He nipped at the pads of her fingers. “Just the two of us.”

He was fully erect once more, his sensitive cock surrounded by the milking heat of her pussy as he began to move again.

“Babies?” she whispered.

“When you’re ready.” His throat tightened with fear as he leaned his forehead against hers. “Be patient with me, sweetheart. A step at a time.”

“A step at a time.” Her breath caught as her eyes began to daze. “Oh God, Kell—” She lifted to him, her hips moving beneath him, churning, writhing, as her legs lifted to clasp his back once again.

She surrounded him, held him, warmed him.

“I love you,” she cried out.

She loved him.

“I treasure you,” he groaned into her neck. “With my life, my heart, my soul. I treasure you, Emily.”

As their breathing slowly returned to normal long minutes later, Kell rolled to his back, dragging Emily with him and staring down at her where she rested on his chest.

“So what now?” she asked, her gaze drowsy and replete, despite the questions he could see there.

“What do you mean?” He was almost hesitant to ask.

“It’s time to let the past go,” she whispered then. “All of it, Kell.”

He lifted his gaze from her, staring at the ceiling thoughtfully as he remembered his grandparents. The hope and pain in their eyes, the knowledge that they wouldn’t be around much longer. And Emily was right, it was time to let the past go.

“Feel like a trip to Louisiana?” he asked as he stared back down at her, anticipation suddenly filling him, a sense of rightness invading him.

Her smile lit up his heart. “Louisiana sounds wonderful, Kell.”

“I have to show Grand-père that I did indeed learn how to catch a fox.” He smirked then as he tugged at her hair. “He won’t believe me if you aren’t with me.”

“I’ll always be with you,” she promised.

And he believed because loving her meant believing. It meant trusting. And it meant life. It meant Kell Krieger was no longer alone.


 

 

 


Epilogue

 

 

IAN MOVED THROUGH THE SILENCE of the hospital. It was close to three in the morning, security was at its weakest now, and it was easy for him to slip into her room.

She was sleeping. He was grateful she wasn’t awake. Saying goodbye sucked. Hell, he had barely gotten to know her.

He moved to the bed, brushing the strands of black hair back from her pale face.

“I wanted to say goodbye,” he whispered as he stared down at her, his lips quirking at the faint frown that marred her brow. Hell, did she ever really rest? He was certain she didn’t.

“I wanted to tell you that I could have—” He winced. “I could have cared for you.”

She couldn’t hear him, and it was better that way. It made it easier to say the words rather than to just feel them.

“I didn’t want to leave without saying goodbye,” he said softly. “Without seeing you one more time.”

A frown flitted across her brow, her fingers moved restlessly beneath his.

“Goodbye, Agent Kira Porter.”

The Chameleon. She was one of Homeland Security’s best agents.

He leaned forward, his lips touching her brow in the faintest caress before he straightened and left the room. He moved quickly down the hall. He had wasted enough time, he had a meeting to keep.

As the elevator doors opened, he came face-to-face with Macey.

The other man was leaning against the back wall, his brown gaze brooding as Ian stepped into the elevator.

“You getting out?” He held the elevator doors open, praying Macey was there to check on Kira.

“Naw. I came to see you.” Macey crossed his arms over his chest and stared back at him.

Shit. He let the doors close.

“I traced that last message,” Macey said. “It took a while. Almost two years, but I finally found you. You’re Judas.”

Ian stared at the elevator doors.

“Tell me what the fuck is going on, Ian. We’re buddies, man. Help me out here.”

Ian shoved his hands into his pockets. “Let it go, Macey.”

“I can’t let it go. Judas is one of Fuentes’s men. We know that. I just traced his fucking e-mails back to you. Tell me it was a mistake. Tell me something, goddammit.”

“It wasn’t a mistake.”

Diego Fuentes’s plane was waiting for him at the airport. A private plane sent to fly him to his father. Hell, it wasn’t supposed to end like this. Fuentes wasn’t supposed to ever learn he had a son. It was a promise Diego’s father had made to Ian’s mother when she left. That Diego would never know she was pregnant. For some unfathomable reason the old man had wanted to save her from Diego.

“Did you betray us too, Ian?” Macey asked then.

Ian grimaced. Hell no. He had never betrayed his country. He would never betray his friends.

“Lieutenant Richards, I asked you a fucking question,” Macey snarled.

Ian turned and faced him slowly. “Fuentes.”

“What?”

“Ian Richard Fuentes. He’s my father.”

Ian took advantage of the elevator doors opening and stepped free, his gaze locked on Macey’s face. On the betrayal in his friend’s eyes, the fury building in his face.

He had just made an enemy. The first of many.
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Prologue

 

 

SLIPPING INTO THE ICU UNIT of the private military hospital wasn’t an easy task. It would be considered insane from most men’s point of view. Even a SEAL’s. But that was exactly what former Lieutenant Ian Richards of the Navy SEALs did.

Under the cover of night, he managed to slip into the hospital, make his way to the ICU, and wait until the guard at Nathan Malone’s door dozed off before he slipped in, in the guise of an orderly.

His first sight of his friend nearly stole his breath.

Sweet Jesus. Nathan was in so many damned casts and wrapped in so many bandages he looked more like a mummy than a man. But it was a far sight easier on the eyes than the naked, ravaged SEAL they had dragged out of Fuentes’s compound four months before.

Tortured, beaten, sliced and diced. His face had been so disfigured it was hard to tell he was human, let alone the friend Ian had known for the better part of his life.

How the hell Nathan had survived the nineteen months in Fuentes’s care, Ian couldn’t even imagine. Drugged constantly on the powerful date rape drug known as whore’s dust, and encouraged repeatedly to rape the women brought to him, Nathan had lived in hell. The reports they had gathered indicated he had never taken one of the women locked in the cells with him, but the doctors and psychologists working with him said he might never recover from the amount of drugs pumped into his system.

Ian knew better. Nathan was strong. Too damned strong to let Fuentes win like this. But he had to be certain.

Even after the months Ian had been away, been considered a betrayer, a Judas to his friends, and marked as a deserter by the U.S. government, Ian had had to return to assure himself Nathan would survive.

Ian moved to the bed, sliding between it and the curtain that had been pushed back to allow the guards to see all but a very small section of the area. Right by Nathan’s head. His covered, wrapped head.

“Damn, buddy, do you think they have you wrapped up tight enough?” he asked his friend, knowing Nathan couldn’t hear him. Wishing he could.

Hell, somehow he had gotten used to being on the inside of a team, rather than fighting alone to survive. He had gotten used to the men he fought with, had grown to trust them, only to learn at the end of it, he was fighting alone once again.

Long ago, Nathan and his family had saved Ian and his mother’s life. On a cold desert night, with only his screams of rage surrounding him, a boy and his father had found him, saved him and his dying mother, and given Ian a friendship he had never known before that.

And now, when his friend awoke, he would believe that friendship had been betrayed.

He grimaced at the thought of it, his jaw tightening in rage at the situation he had been forced into. Because of blood. Because sometimes, a man could do nothing about where he came from, he could only control where he went. And where Ian was heading, Nathan or Durango team couldn’t go.

Ian could only go alone.

“We had a wild ride huh, bro,” he whispered, his voice nearly silent, but the breath of the words easing a part of him.

Nathan was unconscious, comatose, but somehow, knowing the words were whispering past his lips eased Ian. Maybe, just maybe, his friend would hear a part of them, know, understand, that beneath the near silent whisper was the truth. It had been a wild ride, and now it was over.

He reached out, let his fingers touch his friend’s shoulder as a grin tugged at his lips.

Nathan “Irish” Malone. All smiles and wild blue eyes, a man who as a boy had saved his life.

“Hell of a way to repay you,” he breathed out softly. “But what’s that old saying? Blood will tell?”

That was what Nathan used to say. When the chips were down, when everything was going from sugar to shit, he would flash that reckless smile, look at Ian, and laugh in his face. “Blood will tell, ole son.” And they would go out fighting hell-for-leather because Ian’s blood might be tainted with evil, but his heart was one hundred percent red-blooded American Navy Seal. That was Nathan’s belief in him. What would he believe when he awoke? Ian wondered.

“Get strong, Irish,” he said then. “You always were the wild card of the group, show ’em you’re tougher, stronger than what put you here. Then look me up.”

He tightened his fingers on his friend’s shoulder, then slowly eased the grip, his head lifting as the hairs along the nape of his neck stood up in warning.

The sound was no more than a breath. Just enough. Not a shuffle, no more than cloth against flesh in the most subtle flexing of muscle.

His teeth flashed in a grin as his weapon dropped from the sleeve of his jacket to his palm. And it didn’t whisper. There was no catch of metal over flesh. It was silent. Still.

There were some people that a man just had to give credit for trying. This was one of them. He knew where the body stood now, that subtle shift had been all he needed. He knew where and he knew who. Instinct and something more. A part of a man that knew a woman in a way that made no sense. An underlying certainty, as though a part of him knew a part of her no matter where they found each other. No matter the disguise she used.

Of course, it didn’t help her cause that Ian had recognized something about her that no one else had. A delicate turn of pretty ears, a particular slant and curve of pretty earlobes. If a man wanted to take the time to memorize every shape and turn of her face as Ian had before that first mission where he met her, then he would have seen it.

Her picture had been given to them before a particular mission she was working. She wore one of many disguises; they had been warned to watch out for a woman who never looked the same. Ian had managed to identify the one thing that never changed though. Those pretty ears. That and a wicked, teasing glint in her eyes, no matter their color.

One of these days he was going to have to call her on that tease. He was going to have to fulfill the promise her eyes had made during the weeks they had put in together on a past mission.

He slid past the bathroom door, careful to let the sleeve of his jacket slide across the wall, to alert her to the fact that he was leaving the room.

He let the door open, stepped out, then grimaced and shook his head as the guard glanced toward him, as though he had forgotten something. He held up a finger with abashed embarrassment then stepped back inside. Silently.

The door swished closed. And he waited.

He was patient. She was smart.

He would have smiled, but so much as a twitch would be enough to warn her he was there. She was as smooth as fine whisky, as adept at her job as he was at his.

So he waited. And the patience paid off. The bathroom door edged open, and sure as hell, there she was. Like the sun edging over the mountain. Like a clear breeze easing through the stench he could sometimes feel gathering around him.

When he moved, he realized he was almost too slow. Or she was almost that fast. His hand went over her lips, his body braced, pushing hers against the wall face-first, his free hand pressing the barrel of his weapon against her neck warningly.

She didn’t make a sound. Damn her. She didn’t even fight him. She relaxed into his body instead. Her rounded buttocks cushioned his hips, her shoulders curved against the wall, and she bared the slender line of her neck as his lips pressed close.

Hair that should have been long and black was cut close and blond. Gray eyes were hazel, clear silky flesh had a coarse appearance. There was nothing of the woman he had seen on his last mission, or the mission he had found her on before that. The Chameleon was as ever-changing as a woman’s emotions.

“I like the black hair better,” he whispered at her ear. “And the gray eyes. Natural, weren’t they, sugar?” He rubbed his nose against the ultrasoft lobe of her ear.

Her tongue flicked against his palm, almost surprising him, almost making him drop his guard. He chuckled softly at her ear instead and felt the smile against his hand.

“You shouldn’t be here.” He laid his forehead against her shoulder. “A man should be able to say goodbye to a buddy without an audience, don’t you think?”

She looked back at him, hazel eyes cool. There was no fear there. No anger. No impatience. But beneath the calculating chill there was a hidden flame. One he never failed to respond to.

“Wrong time, wrong place.” He stared back at her as she watched him over her shoulder. “Wrong life.”

He let himself experience the feel of her for just a few seconds more, long enough to let the regret in his gaze telegraph to hers. Long enough to watch the flicker of indecision in her eyes. That second where he knew she was weighing her options and her escape.

“I’ll miss you,” he breathed against her ear. “I’ll miss you more than you know, Kira.”

A deft move of his hands, just the right pressure, and a second later she slumped against him, thick lashes drifting over her eyes as darkness closed over her mind.

Ian swung her in his arms, lifted her from the floor, and stepped to the chair on the other side of the room. He placed her there, cushioning her head with a spare pillow against the back of the cushions and brushing the blond bangs back from her face with regret.

Wrong place, wrong time, wrong life. Because blood would tell. And this time, the hated blood that ran through his veins was telling in ways he had never imagined possible.
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Six months later
Palm Beach, Aruba

 

HE WAS ROGUE.

Could there be any other explanation for the dark, avenging force that swept through the night?

The Chameleon scrambled through the warehouse, ducking behind crates and using the heavy support posts of the building to deflect the bullets raining around her.

The small team of highly trained Fuentes soldiers tore into the warehouse where the small cell of terrorists were waiting for the go-ahead that Ian was arriving for a scheduled weapons buy. They were there to kill him. But it was Ian who was killing instead.

She hadn’t managed to learn how they had received that information, or from where the leak had originated. Her work within the cell had gleaned her nothing but a certainty that the determination to assassinate Ian Fuentes was escalating.

The assassins had been on the island less than twenty-four hours. The final two had arrived just hours before with the details of the strike they were to make against the heir to the Fuentes cartel.

None of them had known for certain that they were striking against Ian until some hours before. Even the Chameleon hadn’t been certain of the plan until the French assasins in charge had arrived, their eyes cold, hard, and outlined the operation.

They had no sooner given the final order than death had swept through the night.

She flinched as a bullet tore across the beam several inches above her crouched form. Ducking and rolling, her weapon ready, she pushed herself deeper into the shadows as she lifted her weapon and aimed at one of the few remaining lights shining overhead.

The bulb shattered, sparks raining down on the assembled crates and packages prepared for shipping the next day.

She moved, sprinting from her hiding place, as bullets tore into the crates around her. Her gaze swept around the room and she grimaced as she saw the black-clad Fuentes soldiers moving through the shadows with stealthy certainty.

They were trained, disciplined. These weren’t the drug soldiers they had been when Ian Fuentes first arrived a year ago. This was a highly trained, effective fighting force. A team of dark, dangerous, SEAL-trained weapons.

Damn. The director of the Department of Homeland Security was going to have a cow when she sent in the report on this one. The rumors that Ian was taking out drug and terrorist forces alike hadn’t been substantiated. Everyone who could talk somehow ended up dead.

She was going to have to make certain she didn’t end up as dead as the rest of them.

Dammit, she had worked hard to get herself into position within the small terrorist cell working out of Aruba. A year of busting her ass and eating dirt with worms to get in place here, and now the team the terrorists had put together was just dead.

Moving quickly, quietly, she skirted the edges of the crudely built warehouse, working her way to the far wall where the loose boards there would allow her an easy exit. She didn’t dare attempt to use the door.

“Not so fast.”

The Chameleon froze as the barrel of the weapon was laid, almost casually, at the back of her neck.

She knew that voice. She knew the feel of that heated body behind her own.

She held her hands out carefully, allowing the Glock to fall from her gloved fingers to the dusty floor as she restrained the impulse to release the lever holding the knife beneath the sleeve of her light jacket.

Her backup was at her ankle; but it was dark, he might not see it.

Before she could do anything she was jerked upright and slammed into the wall hard enough to knock her teeth together. If she hadn’t been anticipating it.

Eyes narrowed, her arms kept carefully at her sides, her head jerked up as powerful fingers locked around her throat and held her in place.

Icy brandy-colored eyes locked on hers in surprise.

He hadn’t known she was here.

The Chameleon smiled and, while surprise held him immobile, she moved.

Her leg kicked up, almost slamming into his balls but barely glancing them instead. He went back, his fingers slackening on her throat as she tore out of his grip.

His hand gripped her wrist as she turned into the hold, her ankle twisting around his, almost taking him down. Once again, she managed to do no more than loosen his hold on her.

A graceful twist and she had an arm’s distance between them as she crouched and stared back at him, eyes narrowed, her breathing heavy now.

Adrenaline coursed through her veins, her heart raced but not from fear.

“Let it go,” she hissed back at him. “I’m no threat to you.”

She would never be a threat to him. Not unless she had to be. She was here for him, and her heart ached because this wasn’t the man she knew, the man she had fallen in love with in Atlanta.

She watched him, pushing back her anger and her fears of what he had become as his eyes narrowed further. His weapon was tucked into the front of his black mission pants, easily accessible. God only knew where hers was. He could take her out so easily, they both knew it. Just as they both knew he wouldn’t. She hoped she knew that.

“Why?” The snarled question was soft, filled with banked fury. “Why are you here?”

Of course he knew who she was. He had always known who she was, no matter where he saw her, no matter her disguise.

“For you.”

“To kill me?” He sneered. “DHS decide they couldn’t handle the shame of having one of their own defeat them?”

She shook her head. “I’m leaving now.”

“The hell you are.” His lips lifted in a warning growl, his savagely honed features reflecting his fury now.

“The hell I am.” She smiled back as his hand gripped the butt of his gun. “Will you shoot me, Ian?”

She backed away from him. Her exit was only a few feet away, the boards loosened just in case of such an emergency, prepared for her esape.

She closed the distance as she watched his face, his eyes. A second later it was her only warning. The gun was jerked from the band of his pants, he aimed for her and fired.

Kira threw herself back, knowing, certain, she was staring death in the face until she stumbled over the body behind her.

Whirling, she had only a moment to glimpse the fallen terrorist before she shoved the loosened board aside and slipped from the warehouse to the inky darkness beyond.

Just that easily he had killed one of his own men. For her.

She ran through the night, careful to stay down, to keep as many obstacles as possible between her and any bullets that might come her way.

The Chameleon had been bested by a Navy SEAL gone rogue. Or had she been rescued by a deep-cover agent now so immersed in the mission that he was no longer the man he had been a year before?

Something inside her ached at the thought of either answer. Over the years, Ian Richards had managed to see through every disguise she had used in the various operations where they had met up. She had been on the inside, he had always been part of the force sweeping in to clean up the mess her information had helped locate. Once again, he had seen through another disguise, but this time, they might not be on the same side. And the very scary part of that was the fact that she knew she wouldn’t let it stop her. She had come to Aruba to claim what was hers before his father, Diego Fuentes, could steal his soul.

But she was there for another reason as well. If he hadn’t gone rogue, then she was there to make certain that the SEAL didn’t murder either the terrorist Sorrell that he had vowed to identify and capture for his father, or his father, the drug lord Diego Fuentes.

The Chameleon had no answers to the questions she had confronted the director of Homeland Security with. Was Ian operating under mission parameters of DHS? She had asked that question twice. Each time the same answer: DHS doesn’t contract rogue SEAL operatives.

There were no straight answers, there was only supposition and her orders. Reestablish a relationship with Ian and ensure Homeland Security acquired Sorrell should Ian identify him, as they suspected he would. And keep Diego Fuentes alive.

Diego Fuentes was an asset. He was a DHS-contracted informant. And Ian had no idea the lengths the Department of Homeland Security was willing to go to keep him alive.

 

IAN SWEPT HIS GAZE ACROSS the floor of the warehouse as the team of trained soldiers moved in slowly, dragging the bodies of the assassins to the cleared center of the warehouse.

There were a dozen. Their faces were known to him, several had a price on their heads. Too bad he couldn’t collect.

“There’s one missing.” One of his elite bodyguards spoke at his side. “The blonde. We haven’t found her body.”

And they wouldn’t either.

Ian glanced to his head bodyguard, Deke. Deep cover, a ten-year veteran of the Fuentes cartel, his dark eyes reflected the same chill Ian knew his own did.

This world did that to a man. Planted in ice where a heart should be and diluted the guilt over the bloodshed. The bastards now lying in the center of the warehouse were murderers, kidnappers, rapists. They were terrorists who didn’t care who lived or died as long as their fanatical agenda was observed.

He kicked at one lying on its side, knocking the body over until the dead eyes stared up at the heavily beamed ceiling.

“The girl that got away is Algeria Winters,” Deke reported. “There’s no sign of her, boss.”

She didn’t get away. He’d let her go.

Ian stared at the terrorist’s body. He remembered this one from a mission in Russia several years before. Algeria Winters had been there as well. A Russian-born informant who often worked with Antoni Ruissard, the dead terrorist at his feet.

Anger tightened his jaw as his fingers clenched on the Glock he held carefully by his side.

“We have a team in place in Oranjestad as well as Palm Beach,” Trevor stated. “We can get her description out, have her picked up.”

Ian nodded slowly. “Go ahead.”

They wouldn’t find her. The persona Algeria Winters would be discarded before anyone else had a chance to see her. The higher cheekbones would be altered, that sharp chin would disappear, hazel eyes would change, and blond hair would become another color. Her next disguise would be as natural, as smooth as birth, and no one would ever know she was Kira Porter, except him.

He stared down at the dead assassin Antoni, the dark blond hair matted with blood, the head shot having taken off half his face. He wasn’t nearly as handsome, as debonair, as he had been when Ian’s men had raided the warehouse.

“Have the Misserns arrived yet?”

Josef and Martin Missern were the weapons dealers Ian was to have met at this warehouse. In less than ten minutes.

“Their limo just pulled in minutes ago,” Deke reported. “They’re being held outside.”

Ian’s jaw clenched. Would the twins, certain Sorrell contacts, have arrived if they had known about this strike?

Of course they would have, he thought cynically as he stared at the bullet-ridden bodies laid out before him.

“Secure the perimeter. Half of you take up sniper position, the other half are with me.”

He had a dozen men. He had come prepared. Survival instinct, knowledge of his enemies, or just plain paranoia had precipitated the cautionary attack on the warehouse.

It wasn’t the first time Sorrell had tried to take him out in the past year. Ian had learned to be on guard.

Of course, that was the price of walking away from a life of truth, justice, and the American way to take over the reins of a drug cartel. That cynical thought had something dark and bitter brewing in his gut.

As he turned and strode away from the dead bodies he knew none of the regret at the loss of life that he had often known during his years as a SEAL. The knowledge that he’d had no choice, that he was preserving the laws of his nation, didn’t comfort him.

Because he didn’t need comfort.

“What the hell happened in there?” Deke asked, his voice low, as the others moved out to secure the perimeter and to surround the heir of the Fuentes cartel. They left Ian and Deke in the center as they moved from the warehouse.

“Did you see Algeria?” Ian asked him carefully.

“Who could miss her,” Deke breathed out roughly. “Those Russian cheekbones and cool hazel eyes would be a dead giveaway a mile away. Knock-dead gorgeous and dangerous as hell. Have you ever seen such a pretty package housing such a black heart?”

Ian holstered his weapon as he stared at Josef and Martin Missern across the warehouse lot, although his attention was focused on Deke.

“You’re sure it was her?” Couldn’t anyone else see beneath the package, the disguise?

“Man, no one could imitate Algeria.” Deke snorted, but his look as he stared back at Ian shifted. “Could they?”

Ian shook his head. “It looked like Algeria; I just didn’t expect to see her here.”

“Antoni was here,” Deke pointed out. “They’re known associates.”

“She doesn’t usually work assassination squads,” Ian reminded him.

It was clear Deke didn’t have a clue who Algeria actually was.

Ian rubbed at his jaw, pausing before stepping closer to the Missern limo and staring around the warehouse lot. The neat wood and metal buildings were grouped close together, their contents awaiting shipping or delivery. It was the perfect place for an ambush. So why hadn’t the Chameleon warned him of it?

She had been the Chameleon tonight, partially. The disguise had been perfect, as it always was. The feature-altering latex appeared as natural as true flesh. The contacts in her eyes hadn’t given a hint of their true color, and the wig, if it had been a wig, looked as natural as real hair.

It better be a wig. God help her if she had cut that length of silky black hair that had graced her head in Atlanta.

She looked like a witch in her natural form. Gorgeous. Wicked. Seductive. The persona of Algeria Winters was as dangerous, as lethal, as any disguise the Chameleon had ever taken though.

“We have another problem,” Deke warned him then.

Ian glanced at him from the corner of his eye. “Just one?”

Deke grimaced. “Word came in as we were suiting up to attack the warehouse. Kira Porter sent a message to the villa saying hello.”

Ian froze. Son of a bitch. Son of a bitch. She had called the villa? Which meant Diego knew, and that scheming, matchmaking bastard would be all over that one like white on rice. Nothing would please Diego more than to believe Ian had managed to catch the interest of a society princess such as Kira Porter—her real life persona. But it had also been the warning he wondered why he hadn’t recieved.

He was going to wring her slender, graceful little neck.

“Ian, what the hell is going on here?” Josef Missern snapped, as he and his brother and chauffer stood with hands flat against the hood of the limo.

Black-clad Fuentes soldiers pointed lethal M-16s at their backs, their eyes behind the black masks filled with the anticipation of death.

He pushed Kira to the back of his mind. He would deal with her later. But he would deal with her. And when he did, he promised himself, she wouldn’t enjoy it nearly as much as she believed she was going to.

“Treachery, Josef.” Ian strode across the distance with lazy ease as he watched the weapons dealers with a cold smile. “Treachery and death. Would you like to join in? I can arrange it for you.”

The Frenchman paled as his brother stared back at him in horror.

Oh yeah, they had known what was going to happen here, and they were the perfect messengers to inform Sorrell that his highly paid assassins had failed.

As for the missing Algeria Winters, aka the Chameleon, aka one satin-fleshed, gray-eyed, black-haired Kira Porter? Well, he would take care of her on his own. And whatever her agenda, she could fly right back to Washington and let her handler know she had failed.

Ian had warned them when he left to stay the hell out of his way. He would kill and ask questions later before he would risk his own life, and his own plans. He was here for vengeance, and by God, vengeance would be his.


 

 

 

Two

 

 

“SO WHERE THE HELL IS Kira Porter?” Ian slammed the door to his office the next night and faced the bodyguard who had stepped inside with him.

His orders to Deke that morning had been simple: Find Kira Porter.

Deke looked as damned tired as Ian felt. Waylaying assassins and buying arms from gun smugglers at midnight, trying to justify letting the scum of the earth live another day, and doing it with only a few hours’ sleep in the past two days hadn’t helped his mood.

Nearly being knocked on his ass by a pint-sized black-haired witch with more guts than common sense wasn’t helping either. It didn’t matter to Ian that she was one of the most experienced and competent contract agents that he knew. It sure as hell didn’t help that she likely knew exactly what she was doing. The fact that she was there had the blood boiling in his veins. Unfortunately, it wasn’t all anger that was causing it.

“Miss Porter checked into one of the hotels on the beach,” Deke reported as he frowned down at the pocket PC he was tapping quickly into. “We tracked her down pretty fast. We lost Algeria Winters though. She was on a private flight off the island within hours of the hit the other night. She’s slick.”

Ian grunted.

Deke was able, a master at strategy and a hell of a gutter fighter.

“And we’re just now finding out Kira’s here?” he gritted out, stalking to his desk and planting his hands flat on the deep, glistening wood as he stared back at Deke. “Where the hell are these informants I’m paying good money for? Wasn’t her name on the fucking list?”

It was all he could do to keep his voice level, to rein in the need to pull at every hair in his head. Kira Porter had a habit of doing that to a man. She raised a man’s frustration level just by being in the same room with him.

For a moment, one flashing second, he remembered more than frustration though. He remembered slipping into her Atlanta condo, trapping her in her bed, and demanding to know just exactly what she was doing there living next door to a senator’s daughter who had been kidnapped two years before by Diego Fuentes.

He remembered waiting for an answer as his cock swelled beneath his jeans and visions of fucking her until she screamed his name had danced in his head. Those dreams still danced in his head. He was just smart enough to keep them under control. For now.

Damn it to hell. He didn’t need her here.

“I’m not hearing any answers,” he snarled. “Did I or did I not put her name on the list of those that I wanted to be notified if they arrived on the island?”

“You did.” Deke nodded. “Someone must have been sleeping on the job. She’s been here a week now, her and her bodyguard. Evidently her uncle owns some interest in a few of the hotels on the island and she’s here checking those out. I got the information on our way back from the buy. I don’t know why her name slipped past our informants.”

“Then maybe you should wake someone’s ass up,” he snapped, glaring at the other man furiously. “It’s your job to get this information and to make certain those well-paid little snitches stay on the ball.”

He dropped into the chair behind him, pushed his fingers wearily through his long dark blond hair, and glowered back at the other man.

Hell, this was just what he needed. He had a hard-on stiff enough to hammer nails.

He rubbed his hand over his cheek, grimacing at the rough day’s growth of beard and wondered why the hell he hadn’t just killed those damned Missern brothers rather than letting them go. Son of a bitch, he had known those two were going to betray him the minute the runner had arrived that afternoon changing the location of the buy. Not that either of the Missern twins had actually been there. Hell no. A highly trained team of assassins had been there instead, and one luscious little spy.

He should have put a bullet in both their heads and left them lying there after he wiped out that warehouse. He knew they had betrayed that buy to Sorrell, knew they were behind the information suddenly leaking to the French terrorist intent on taking over the cartel that Diego Fuentes had built.

If it were anyone else but a terrorist, he would have handed it to them on a silver platter rather than using what he was learning was considerable skill in deceit, treachery, and running drugs to keep the cartel growing in blood money.

But he was running out of time as well. If he didn’t have Sorrell’s identity soon, then there would be no way to counter the terrorist strike Ian and DHS knew Sorrell had planned against a major U.S. installation. Which one, they didn’t know. When and where, no one was certain. All Ian knew was that he had until the next month, because after that, it could happen any day.

He shook his head wearily. “Get out of here,” he ordered. “Catch a few hours’ sleep. We’ll be heading out tonight and we’ll need to be on our toes to deal with that one. She’s hell on wheels and damned hard to pin down.”

“She’s been hitting the clubs since she arrived as well, pretty much nightly, several a night and never the same one twice. Our guys at the clubs claim she watches the door for a few hours, sips at a drink, then leaves quietly. She’s been watching for you,” Deke reported.

Tonight she was going to find him.

He nodded abruptly at the information and waved toward the door, almost groaning at the need for sleep as Deke closed it behind him.

He felt like a man with a hangover and he knew he hadn’t had that particular pleasure for too many months now. And it was too early this morning to start drinking.

He stared around the room instead. The wide windows that caught the sun, shades partially drawn across them and spilling slanting rays of light onto the wood floors. The cream-colored walls, the heavy wood furniture. It was a masculine room. Two heavy, dark leather chairs sat in front of his desk; along the side of the room an overstuffed couch and two chairs were grouped around a coffee table. A bar at the far end and a plasma television on the wall close to his desk.

It wasn’t his office. The villa was leased, the grounds heavily patrolled, and the small island a haven from the estate in Colombia that had seemed to grate on his nerves worse by the day when he had been there.

Hell, he didn’t need this.

He ran his hands over his face once again and restrained another curse. Kira was a complication that he knew he should have anticipated. He had known a year ago that she could fuck his plans up royally.

Because he wanted her. He wanted her until the want burned in his guts. Until the hunger for her interfered with his ability to even take another woman.

He hadn’t had a woman since meeting up with Kira in Atlanta last year. Since he lay over her in the monstrous bed in her condo, felt her body conform to his, and her kiss burn into his soul.

He had been insane to kiss her at that point and he had known it. If it had stayed at a kiss, maybe he could have retained a measure of control. But now, he had to touch, taste sumptuous flesh and push to the edge before he pulled back in the gathering realization of where it was going.

If he had taken her that night, he never could have never walked away from her.

He shook the memory away at the sound of a brief knock, his head lifting as Deke stepped back into the office.

“I told you to get some rest, Deke,” he sighed.

They had existed on catnaps for most of the week, working to get the arms shipment in place on this tiny island and make certain that parts of it headed to Colombia in a timely fashion. The processing warehouses for the cocaine the Fuentes cartel dealt in was in too much danger from the forces looking to take over the business.

He had to hold on, just a little bit longer, then he could blow those fucking warehouses to hell and back himself.

“I’m heading that way soon, boss.” Deke stepped into the room and closed the door behind him. “I was checking a few things. I don’t like it when people slip in that we don’t know about. These came in after I made contact with some other informants.”

Deke handed him the reports as well as several grainy color photographs. He laid the report aside and looked at the photos first.

Two known Sorrell agents had come in by way of New York. Ian recognized the French nationals with a little sneer of his lips. The other was the assassin they had taken out in the warehouse the night before. The assassin’s dossier was thick, his kill rate nearly one hundred percent.

“They paid good money for him,” Ian murmured. “Sorrell isn’t going to be happy that he failed.”

“We got lucky last night, boss,” Deke said. “I can’t see the Missern brothers fucking up like that, even if they are in bed with Sorrell. It’s all about the profit to them. I’m suspecting a leak in-house.”

Ian suspected that as well. It wasn’t the first time Sorrell’s men had been where they shouldn’t have.

“Look into it.” Ian flipped the pictures to the desk and ran his hands over his face before leaning back in the chair and staring back at Deke thoughtfully.

He waved at the bodyguard to take a seat, his eyes narrowed as Deke stared back at him expectantly.

“Sorrell’s gearing up,” he murmured. “He wants the cartel bad enough to try to take me out now. What would his next move be?” He knew what he suspected, but he needed confirmation of it.

“He’ll keep trying. Odds are, he’ll get lucky,” Deke told him. “Until we find a way to neutralize it. We need a position of strength, Ian. Something that will make him crawl out from his hole.”

“What about this rumor of a daughter that we keep hearing about? Have you managed to learn anything there?”

Deke shook his head. “Nothing substantial. Just that she exists and Sorrell is searching for her. We know he has a son, but only because he’s slowly shifting some of the smaller responsibilities to that son’s shoulders. He goes by the name Raven.”

Ian rubbed at his chin thoughtfully. “Pull in a few of our contacts in France and see if you can’t learn more. If we get to her first, we could use her.”

His gut clenched at the thought of that. If Sorrell had a missing daughter as they had heard for years, then no doubt she was better off staying anonymous. Unfortunately, if she did exist, he couldn’t allow that anonymity. He needed her too damned bad.

A second, a moment’s thought went to the fact that he was willing to use such an innocent before he hardened his resolve. There was no time to worry about the innocence of Sorrell’s daughter. The game he was playing here was too deadly, too imperative.

“There was a call that came in this morning as well.” Deke nodded to the report. “Joseph Fitzhugh and his son. Some kind of English aristocrats that say they know you. They wanted to meet and talk.”

Ian grimaced at the names and shook his head. Fitzhugh and his son had flown to Colombia when Ian first left the SEALs and arrived at Diego’s estate. He had met the diplomat in the line of duty years before, and Fitzhugh felt it was his place to try to convince Ian of the error of his ways. He wasn’t the first, he wouldn’t be the last.

He shook his head. “No meet.”

“I assumed you would say that.” Deke nodded somberly. “Must be hard as hell, boss, having all these so-called friends coming out of the woodwork. I haven’t seen Durango team yet though.”

“You won’t see Durango team,” he said. “But they’re on the island. I can feel Macey’s sniper scope like you feel a mosquito biting into your flesh.”

He’d been feeling it for more than a week now. That itch at the back of his neck, the curl of anger in his gut. For some reason, he had expected them to know better, despite how well he had laid in the evidence that he was indeed a traitor. It was contradictory and illogical, but feeling that scope’s bull’s-eye on his head was pissing him off.

Deke frowned at Ian’s admission. “We can’t afford to have you taken out, Ian. Not at this stage of the game. They have to be pulled back.”

Ian shook his head.

“We continue on,” he told him. “He hasn’t taken the shot yet, he’s not going to. He’s waiting. He knows I’m aware of him. Let’s see what plays out.”

Deke breathed out roughly at the order. “I don’t like this. They shouldn’t be here.”

Ian shrugged. “Kira is the bigger worry,” he told the bodyguard. “She’s unpredictable and she’s trouble. I don’t want her involved in this, and I know her. She’s here because of me, not because of her uncle’s business.”

Deke’s eyes sharpened at that information. “Enemy or friendly?”

Ian snorted. “What’s her present mood? Your guess is as good as mine. One thing is for damned sure, it’s not going to be anything you expect. Count on that and wear a protective cup in the process. Because that woman will end up busting all our balls if we give her so much as half a chance.”

Deke had no idea the trouble Kira Porter could cause. But Ian did; he knew and he didn’t like the anticipation throbbing in his cock at the thought of it.

“So where do you go with her from here?” Deke asked.

Ian shook his head. “I’ll catch up with her tomorrow night. Let her play for now. Let her think she’s safe.”

His jaw clenched at the suspicious look Deke shot him. He knew the other man wondered just how deeply Ian was letting this life affect him. And Ian admitted, it was damned deep. Sometimes, he didn’t recognize himself or what he had become.

“Your mother called again,” Deke finally told him. “You have several messages on your personal machine.”

Ian stilled. Marika Richards had no idea of the game her son was playing, and the pain he knew she was feeling cut at his soul.

She had nearly given up her life for him countless times when he was a child, fighting to keep him away from Carmelita Fuentes’s murderous hands. Diego’s now deceased wife had hunted them like animals for ten years, before Ian’s stepfather, John Richards, had found them.

For a moment, just a moment, he let himself remember his mother’s smile. No matter how frightened he knew she had been, she had always found a way to smile at him, to promise him that all things pass: anger, pain, danger.

Be the best you can be, Ian. Be strong and brave, and know you’re being just. That’s all that matters. Know you’re being just.

Those words whispered through his mind and sliced at his heart. He knew she wouldn’t see what he was doing as just. She would never condone him killing the father who had nearly destroyed both of them so many years ago.

Sometimes, though, a man had to do what was necessary to protect the just, the innocent. Too many lives were held in the balance now. Sorrell and Diego Fuentes both would have to die.

But first, he had to find Kira Porter and make damned certain she left Aruba. How the hell was a man supposed to destroy the monsters of the world when he knew a delicate bit of satin and lace was going to stand in his way? And she was there to stand in his way. He knew it. He could feel it. And he would be damned if he was going to allow it.
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HE WAS THERE. SHE KNEW he was.

The moment Kira stepped out of the elevator of her hotel that evening she knew Ian was waiting in her room. Her breasts hardened, her nipples peaked against the thin leather bustier covering them, and her body came alive with instant, blazing heat.

It wasn’t any particular premonition. She would have liked to say she could just feel him. The truth was it was the presence of the bodyguard leaning casually against the wall several feet from her door that clued her in.

Deke Santiago. Age thirty-six, married once, widower. A dishonorably discharged Ranger. Dishonorable because he had nearly killed his commanding officer for screwing his then wife.

The court-martial had earned him a year in Leavenworth because he couldn’t prove the adultery. There, he had met up with one of Diego Fuentes’s lieutenants; four years later he had flown into Colombia and begun his life of apparent crime.

She paused as the elevator doors closed behind her, flicked a long swath of black hair over her shoulder, and sighed with an edge of irritation, aware of the security cameras trained on her. She had an appearance to maintain. That of bored socialite and thrill seeker. Anyone searching for information would check security cameras. She knew, because it was something she did.

She moved along the hall, ignoring him. That’s what she did with bodyguards, she pretended to ignore them. Her own, Daniel Calloway, was proof of that.

“I won’t need you to check the room tonight, Daniel,” she informed him as they neared his connecting room. “You can go on to bed.”

“Are you sure, Ms. Porter?” His voice was colored with suspicion as he held to his role and Deke’s lips quirked mockingly at the challenge in Daniel’s voice.

“I’m positive. I’m certain the room is secure.”

Daniel wasn’t a stupid man, he knew Ian was there as well as she did. He entered his own room and closed the door behind him as Kira pulled her key card from the lining on the inside of her sinfully high-heeled boot.

She had hit the clubs early that evening, hoping to catch a glimpse of Ian before he found her. It seemed it had been a wasted effort. How long had he been waiting in her room instead?

She was nervous. She hadn’t been nervous over a man since the last time she had seen Ian. Before that, she had never known a moment’s nerves with a potential lover.

She could feel the blood rushing through her veins, need pooling between her thighs, and a haunting ache tightening her chest. An ache that had little to do with the arousal, but much to do with the emotions he inspired in her. Emotions as alien as the nerves.

“Is he upset?” She twirled the card in her fingers as she stared back at Deke, allowing a small grin to curl the edges of her lips.

Deke glanced at her door, a grin quirking his sensual lips. “Ask him yourself and see.”

As she turned back to the door it swung open. A hard hand gripped her wrist and jerked her inside before the door slammed closed behind her.

She was pushed against it, her breath whooshing from her lips as her hands were gripped in one of his, held high above her head, and every inch of her body was molded to the hard length of his.

Her juices pooled between the lips of her sex then eased into the silk of the thong she wore beneath her leather pants. Her nipples spiked impossibly harder, and she swore she could feel a bead of sweat tickling between her breasts.

No one had ever felt like Ian. Hard, in control, commanding. Every touch, every action, gauged for maximum pleasure.

The hand holding her wrists tightened as the fingers of the other threaded through her hair and pulled her head back to stare into the blazing heat of his deep brown eyes. Eyes almost as rich as brandy, fired with dark little hints of red and filled with fury.

Dark blond hair fell over his forehead; the rich mix of colors, sun lightened and thick, lying long along his nape and falling over his brow made her long to bury her fingers in it again.

He turned her on in ways she had never been turned on before. She dreamed about sex with Ian. Lusted for it. Ached for it. She had agreed to deceive him for the slightest chance to be touched by those hard hands again.

“What the fucking hell are you doing here?” he snarled down at her as his head lowered.

His lips buried in her shoulder, opening to allow his teeth to grip the flesh there, his tongue to lap over it with quick heated strokes as she jerked against him.

“Business.” Her head lowered as well.

The strong column of his neck was there for her enjoyment. Her teeth raked it. She licked slowly and the taste of male lust exploded against her taste buds.

God, he tasted good. She sucked at the flesh, a little moan escaping her throat as he picked her up, turned her, and in the next second bore her to the bed.

“Ian.” She gasped his name, feeling the hard length of his body covering hers, his thighs spreading hers, his cock pressing hard and demandingly into the butter-soft leather covering her sex.

Her hands were still stretched above her head, her breasts perilously close to spilling from the cups of the leather bustier she wore.

She felt bound. Helpless. She had never felt that way with a man before. She had never wanted to feel that way until Ian had shown her the pleasure to be found there. Now she craved it. Craved him with a hunger that refused to be quelled.

“You have no business here.” His lips drew back from his teeth as his free hand tugged at the ties that secured the front of the bustier. “No business here. No business close to here.”

The top loosened, spread apart, and with a flick of his fingers the cups covering her breasts were released. Her breasts spilled free, nipples hard and pointed, flushed red and aching for his touch.

“You’re here.” It was a statement and a moan as his head lowered and his lips covered a tight, sensitive nipple.

He wasn’t easy on her, and she didn’t want easy. His teeth gripped and tugged, his tongue lashed with wicked wet heat. Her eyeballs were going to roll back in her head it was so damned good. He sucked on her like a starving man.

Long moments later his head lifted, thick dark blond lashes fanning his cheeks as he stared down at his handiwork.

Her nipple was tighter, if that was possible, gleaming wet and ruby red.

“You wore too many clothes,” he growled, his voice, which was rough on a good day, grating now.

“I didn’t want to appear too easy,” she gasped as his lips moved to the opposite breast and began their less than tender ministrations.

God, this was what she had loved about the first and only time he had touched her. He didn’t treat her like spun glass. He didn’t touch her like she would break. He touched her like a woman well able to satisfy the dark, hungry sex drive she knew he possessed. That he possessed and she craved to experience.

“Not easy enough.” He nipped the side of her breast, his free hand moving to her hip, tugging at the laces on her pants now as his lips moved back to hers.

Oh God, the taste of his kiss. It was incredible. It was enough to steam her eyeballs, not to mention what it was probably doing to the glass balcony doors across the room.

She stretched beneath him, arched closer, rubbed against the erection seated firmly against her pussy and wished she could purr. It felt that damned good. So good, she wondered if she could come from his kiss alone.

Hell, she had never done that, but this was close. This was edging closer. His tongue curled along hers, stroked it, then teased her by licking at her lips. Then he bit her.

Kira jerked her head back, glaring at him before she returned the favor by nipping at his lower lip. His hand tightened in her hair, jerked her back, and his lips slammed over hers.

He released her wrists, wrapped his arms around her, and began thrusting between her thighs, stroking the silk of her panties and the leather of her pants against her, rubbing against her clit and causing little snarls to echo in her throat.

Damn him, he was burning her alive.

Her hands buried themselves in his hair, pulled at it. Her knees lifted and bent, clasping his hips as she dug the sharp heels of her boots into the bed and tried to defy the layers of material between them.

She wanted him, bad. She wanted his cock pounding into her. Wanted him fucking her, filling her, stealing her senses and her much lauded control with the lusts that blazed between them.

This was no place for those lusts. The middle of an investigation, in the eye of a storm that threatened to close in on Ian like the narrowing spout of a cyclone. And yet, just as before, the wild hunger flared through her, rocked her, seared her senses. Opened something inside herself that she didn’t recognize. A core of femininity. A certainty that the rabbit hole the woman hid within had been discovered. The agent she had become could no longer hide the woman desperate to reveal herself.

She was immersed in thick, white-hot sensation and flowing with damp, desperate need. And when his hand slid into the loosened edge of her pants, his hips pulled back, and his fingers found the bare flesh of her saturated sex, Kira knew she was doomed.

She froze, but Ian didn’t have any such inclinations. His fingers found the narrow, sensitized slit, slid through it, and two fingers speared into the snug, slick entrance of her vagina.

“Oh God!” She tore her lips from his, the words bursting from her lips as she felt the muscles surrounding his fingers spasm, felt her juices spurt around them.

“Damn you, you’re hot!” He bit her neck, just like a damned freaking vampire. Just bit right into it and sent her eyes rolling back in her head again as a shudder tore through her.

Her hips jerked, working her sex on his fingers as she felt the explosion just a breath away. Just a frickin’ breath. It was so close she could feel it, taste it, smell it.

“Oh, it’s not that easy,” he snarled, his fingers stilling inside her, just filling her, holding her on the edge of a precipice that was painful.

“Would be,” she panted. “If you wouldn’t be such a jackass!” She just wanted to come. It wasn’t like she wanted national secrets or something. Hell, she already had those.

His smile was tight, hard. His hair, mussed from her fingers, fell around his dark tanned face, his lips swollen from her kisses.

He looked like the dominant male he was. A sexually dominant, fierce and forceful, take-all-control kinda guy. He wasn’t going to let a lover control her sexuality or his. That was his prerogative, and by God if he didn’t know how to do it. Not exactly her normal taste, but he had become a craving.

“What are you doing here, Kira?” He stroked her, inside, just the sweetest, most delicious rubbing of her internal muscles with the tips of his fingers.

Shiverlicious. She shivered and gasped and grew wetter, it was just that damned good.

“Business. Working.” She tried to breathe. Hell, breathing was overrated anyway. If she held her breath, just held it, she could almost fall off the edge from those rasping little strokes inside her pussy.

“Working huh?” He bent and ran his tongue over a stiff nipple. “You do remember how I punish liars, don’t you?”

Was that really her moaning like she wanted to be punished? Oh hell no, couldn’t be. She didn’t play those games, and she wasn’t into any kind of submission. Until it came to Ian. Her butt clenched, she couldn’t help it. And she knew he felt it. She knew she felt his knowing chuckle against her nipple.

“Bite me,” she groaned. She didn’t order or snap. Nope, she groaned, like a helpless whimpering little submissive begging for her master’s touch.

“Where?” His teeth rasped over her nipple.

“That works.”

He bit her. Not too hard. Just enough. He closed his teeth on her nipple just enough for her to feel the pleasure/pain.

Sweet Holy Mother . . . She arched, bearing down on the fingers filling her, and thought for certain she would go off like fireworks from that alone.

God help her, she needed to orgasm.

“Might as well answer me.” He blew another breath over the tight, tormented peak. “What are you up to, Trouble?”

“Trouble,” she agreed, a moan filling the word as his fingers shifted inside her, reached higher and found the most amazing little bunch of nerve endings. Hell, where had those come from? That wasn’t the G-spot, it might even be better than the G-spot.

The I-spot. The Ian spot.

“Oh God, just let me come,” she panted, her hands tightening in his hair as her breathing became harder, rougher.

“Tell me,” he whispered, but despite his seeming determination, he wasn’t unaffected.

Kira stared into his eyes and saw the near black irises, the burgundy glow of lust, and the flush mantling his cheekbones. Heavy sensuality shaped his lips and gave his gaze a drowsy, wicked appearance.

“I swear on my uncle’s bank account. Business. Just business. Now get me off, dammit.” She tried to writhe beneath him, tried to go that last little sensation into orgasm without his help.

“Goddamn you!”

Before Kira could react his fingers had slid from her body, jerked from beneath her pants, and he was jackknifing from the bed to glare at her as he stood over her.

And there she lay, panting, her nipples standing as straight and tall as the imperial guard and her vagina still gushing with need.

“Tease!” She rolled to the other side of the bed, sat on the edge, and jerked her boots off first, then tugged her pants from her legs.

Clad in nothing but a white silk thong, she jerked the bronze silk robe from the chair by the bed and shrugged it on as she turned to face him.

“You know, Ian, this habit you have of leaving me a second before I get off is becoming annoying.”

“Your habit of poking your nose into my business could become dangerous,” he snapped, fury contorting his expression. But lust gleamed thick and bright in his eyes.

Kira pushed her fingers through her tangled hair, shook it out, and cast him a mocking look from beneath her lashes.

“Oh really, Ian,” she drawled then. “You brought your business to me, remember? The night you slipped into my condo and crawled that tight ass of yours into my bed during that op in Atlanta. Don’t start crying foul now. You’re just pissed off because you finally met a woman unwilling to play the ready-and-willing submissive. Speaking of those, didn’t you ever get bored?”

His lips thinned and she swore that muscle jumping in his jaw was going to tear right out of the tightly stretched flesh of his cheek.

Damn, he was a tad upset.

Poor baby.

“What kind of deal is Homeland Security running here, Kira? Don’t fuck with me. Not now. Mess in my business here and I might have to kill you.”

And damn if he didn’t sound as though he meant it. He was almost believable. Maybe. If she were on mind-altering drugs, she thought with a sniff.

“The big bad cartel leader now, are you?” She tossed her head back and let a low, seductive laugh whisper from her throat. “Come on, Ian, you enjoy the game too much to kill me. Besides.” She moved closer to him, ran a finger down his heaving chest, and whispered the words that she knew had the potential to rock his little world. “Why would they run an op against their favorite bad boy spy?”

It was a guess, nothing more. A supposition. A hope, but the reaction was far more than she anticipated.

The change was frightening. The lust in his eyes was instantly replaced with icy fury. His expression tightened further, the harsh planes and angles of his face cast into savage relief a second before he grabbed her.

Between one breath and the next Kira found herself, arms locked behind her back, her back to his chest, and his powerful arm braced around her neck as his lips lowered to her ear.

“Get out of Aruba, and take your accusations with you. Get as far away from me as possible or I’ll fuck you until you’re dying from the orgasms. And once I’ve had my fill of you, I’ll break your pretty neck.”

His arm tightened around her neck for emphasis as his hard, corded body vibrated with tension against her. She should have felt at least a frisson of fear. She assumed that was the point behind the hold on her. It wasn’t painful, but it reminded her to the very core of her being that he was broader, stronger, and a hell of a lot more experienced in violence than she was.

She didn’t try to break loose. She knew better. For every move she had, Ian had one to counter it. Instead, she relaxed into the embrace, became soft and pliant, aware that he only tensed further behind her.

“Go ahead, Ian,” she said softly. “Kill me. If you can.”

 

HE COULDN’T.

Ian stared down at her face, felt her body relax into him, and felt like a drowning man. Only it was soft, willing woman he was drowning in. The scent and feel of the one woman he had learned was a weakness he could ill afford.

“You’re playing a very dangerous game,” he whispered against the soft silk of her hair as he felt her ass flex against the hard length of his cock.

Her unique, pretty little ears were at his lips, the little slant and soft curve of the lobe tempting his lips.

His dick was throbbing, aching. Just the thought of her could do this to him, make him crazy to fuck her, to hold her to him and bury himself inside her.

Luck had been on his side in Atlanta eight months before. There hadn’t been the time or the opportunity to take her, and each time he’d managed to get his hands on her there had been an interruption.

There would be no interruptions now, the wild side of his brain reminded him with frantic lust. He could push her against the wall, bury himself inside the hot grip of her pussy, and find the relief he needed with teeth-clenching desperation.

“And you’re not?” she asked him as he slowly released her hands.

Hands that slid down and curled over the hard ridge of his erection, stealing his breath.

“Do you think you really managed to slip into that naval clinic unseen, Ian?” she whispered then. “You’re good, big boy, but you’re not that good. Don’t you know that entry point you found unsecured was unsecured for a reason? That the guard was napping, for a reason. That Nathan’s bathroom door was closed. For a reason. I knew you would be there. I knew, all I had to do was wait, because I knew the signs that a path had been made for you. You’re working an op here and we both know it.”

He released her slowly, his hands curling over her shoulders as he pushed her away from his body, despite every cell in his cock screaming no.

She turned slowly to face him, wearing nothing but the bronze silk robe and panties so tiny he wondered why she bothered. Witchy gray eyes stared up at him, the cloudy color ringed with a thin circle of gray-blue that had always fascinated him.

The dangerous statement had cleared the mind-numbing lust from his brain and left him chilled to the bone. His contact at DHS had arranged the visit, he knew that. But how had Kira known it?

“There’s no op in progress.”

He breathed in through his nose before he moved away from her, pacing to the chair where his expensive silk jacket had been laid. Shrugging it on, he turned back to her, remembering the job, the dangers, and the price of failure.

“He saved my life when I was a kid,” he stated, hearing his own raspy voice and recalling that his screams at that time had nearly broken it. Nathan’s was worse. His voice was so ruined that the sound of it would always remind the other man of the hell he had endured.

Kira nodded. “He told me about that.”

Ian clenched his teeth. “I needed to say goodbye. That was all.”

Her lips pursed. “Just saying goodbye? All security measures were allowed to lapse so a drug lord could say goodbye? Give me a break, Ian.”

“Money in the right hands works wonders,” he assured her, staring back at her with the same icy expression he had perfected over the past several years. “I’m here by choice, Ms. Porter, don’t make the mistake of thinking otherwise. And trust me when I say, I don’t intend to leave.”

Her gaze flickered then, whether with indecision or belief, he couldn’t be sure. Reading Kira was like trying to navigate through lake fog. Damned near impossible.

Finally, another of those irritating, knowing smiles shaped her lips and she shrugged with a graceful shift of her slender shoulders.

That smile was designed to make men crazy. To make them dream of wiping it off her face with passion, or with their dick filling that hot little mouth. Ian had quite a few fantasies concerning the latter.

“Whatever,” she finally answered smoothly. “Uncle Jason is considering buying a villa here, did I mention that? He’s flying in tomorrow to check out a few possibilities that I found today. You go ahead and play your little games, Ian, I’m sure I can find a way to occupy myself.”

“Get the hell out of Aruba, Kira,” he ordered her harshly. “Don’t turn this into a pissing match, because you’ll lose. The hard way.”

She clicked her tongue then. “Really, Ian, you’re losing your perspective. Drug cartel leaders don’t give warnings, they act. I guess you’ll just have to try the cement slippers next.” Her eyes widened. “Or are they using something else here in the Caribbean? Sometimes it’s just so hard to keep up.”

He’d had enough. He’d warned her. She was an experienced agent, she knew the game, the rules and the dangers. If she got her ass killed, then it was out of his hands. He’d warned her.

“Good night, Ms. Porter.” He moved across the room and headed for the door. “I trust you’ll take ample care of yourself while you’re here.”

“I always do, lover.”

He jerked the door open then slammed it behind him as he stepped into the hall. Deke straightened from the wall, his gaze narrowing, his eyes flickering with interest as he glanced at the suite door.

“Let’s move.” Ian stalked down the hallway without explanations. He’d be damned if there was any way to explain Kira, even if Deke was aware of exactly who and what she was.

Oh yeah, she was the niece to Jason Maclane all right. And one of the most clever damned contract agents Homeland Security had on its payroll.

The Chameleon, that was her code name. And why was that her code name? Because she was as changeable in her appearance as she was in her moods. Because her job wasn’t to confront a damned thing, it was to watch and listen and flit around the elite little parties that catered to the rich and notorious, and the dirty little deal makers. To shift and change according to her location, to become seductive or dangerous, to fit in with the diseased, disgusting parasites of the world.

And he should remember that one, he told himself as he followed Deke into the elevator. Kira knew the rules of the game. She didn’t need him to protect her.


 

 

 

Four

 

 

IAN’S MOOD THE NEXT MORNING was less than cheerful. He always awoke quickly, but opened his eyes slowly. He felt his surroundings out, let his senses hone in to detect any shifts or dangers before he allowed himself to move from the bed.

This morning, he awoke in a mood designed to piss even himself off. His skin felt stretched, irritation tightened his guts, and damn if he didn’t still have the hard-on from hell throbbing between his thighs.

He took care of the hard-on in the shower, masturbating as he closed his eyes and imagined Kira, on her knees, her lips surrounding him, her tongue licking and stroking as she sucked him to her throat and made his teeth clench with the need to hold back.

Not that his hand came anywhere close to the imagined feel of her mouth, but the thought succeeded in spilling his semen to the shower floor and taking the bitter edge off his lust.

Hell, he could have gone to Astra’s room and awakened her last night. He could have fucked her all night long, and rather than giving him grief, she would have smiled and licked her lips in anticipation.

She was one of many women that Diego seemed to delight in filling the villa with. He liked pretty women, and he liked having them near. Women who liked rough sex. Hell, they went beyond a little rough sex. They were women who enjoyed the pain Diego could mete out.

Ian grimaced at the thought of that. He had seen one of the maids, Eleanor’s, back beaded with blood from the stroke of Diego’s whip, and still she had begged for more. Not more sex. Not more fucking or a deeper penetration, because Diego rarely fucked one of his toys. No, it was the pain that got both of them off. Diego got off giving it, and Eleanor could climax from it. Ecstasy would wash over her face and her body would tremble with it.

It was enough to make a jaded man wonder what the hell had gone wrong with the world. For all his cynicism and experience, he still couldn’t understand that one. But it wasn’t Astra he wanted, it was Kira.

Stalking into the breakfast room nearly an hour later, he found Diego at the breakfast table. Just what he needed that morning, a healthy dose of dear old pop.

“Ah, good morning, Ian.” A smile creased Diego’s swarthy face as he laid his forearms on the table and regarded him with something resembling pride. “I trust you slept well?”

Could his morning get any worse?

“Morning, pop.” It was the most disrespectful title Ian could come up with. It was the one thing that had earned him his stepfather’s ire when he used it.

John Richards wasn’t a man to stand on ceremony, but he did demand respect, and he earned it. Ian could call him John or Dad, his choice, John had informed him. But call him pop again and he would show Ian a pop he wouldn’t forget. Ian almost smiled at the memory.

Diego frowned. He didn’t like the title any more than John Richards had.

“ ‘Father’ would be a much better greeting,” Diego informed him, not for the first time.

“Too stiff.” Ian moved to the sideboard, piled his plate high with fluffy scrambled eggs, sausage, bacon, and toast. For all his faults, Diego had an excellent cook, and she seemed to have grown fond of Ian. “ ‘Father’ sounds like something from the fifties,” he continued, passing over the fruit and various sweets the cook had laid out as he turned and moved to the glass-topped breakfast table.

Sunlight spilled through the open doors and tall windows that surrounded the room as Ian took his seat and let the little dark-haired maid pour his coffee.

“Thanks, Liss.” He smiled as she moved back.

“You are welcome, Mr. Fuentes.” Her lilting English was a little shy, but Ian had learned early just where this little cat’s loyalties lay. And they weren’t with him.

“Set the coffee on the table, Liss,” he directed her. “And then you can leave.”

She looked to Diego. The obvious cut was irritating.

“Liss, he didn’t give you the order, I did,” he told her softly, meeting her dark eyes with the promise of retaliation in his own gaze if she didn’t do as ordered.

“Of course, Mr. Fuentes.” She set the silver pot in the center of the table, between him and Diego, and then headed for the wide double doors, the short skirt of her uniform swishing.

“Close the doors behind you,” he ordered, before nodding to Mendez to follow her out. The other man would stand guard at the doors. Deke and another bodyguard stood guard at the patio and the fourth had positioned himself at the door leading to the kitchen.

Only Deke knew his true purpose there, but the other three were slowly proving their loyalty to Ian rather than the cartel.

“I do not like how you require that I serve myself,” Diego snapped as he reach for the coffeepot and refilled his cup. “I have the servants for a reason.”

“And I’m always amazed that they survive it.” Ian grunted at the thought of the perversions the maids shared with Diego. “But I see no reason to have to kill one of them because they overheard the wrong thing.”

“You should not discuss business with breakfast,” Diego instructed him. “It is bad for the digestion.”

“Right now, business is bad for health, period.” Ian sipped at his coffee as he stared back at Diego. “I’m canceling our relationship with the Radacchio consortium. My men were hijacked on the way to the delivery point and I lost two of them. We nearly lost the shipment.”

The report of the lost coca shipment hadn’t been as bad as learning that the two men he had lost were handpicked agents he had put in place. That pissed him off.

“Sorrell?” Diego narrowed his eyes thoughtfully as he watched Ian.

Sorrell was the reason Ian was there. The elusive terrorist, as yet unidentified, had managed to slip through every net that several countries and more than a dozen law enforcement agencies had attempted to use to catch him.

“That’s what I suspect.” Ian shrugged as he dug into his breakfast. “Valence Radacchio claims otherwise, but the strike was well prepared and centered where security should have been the tightest. They dropped the ball, and rather than getting embroiled in a blood feud with them, I’d rather sever ties instead.”

“Valence has worked with me for many years,” Diego mused. “He has always moved our product through Colombia and onto the ships. If we sever this relationship, we will be forced to forge a new one.”

Ian shook his head. “We move our own product. Why use a middleman when we have the necessary manpower and the network to do it efficiently? It saves time, money, and risks.”

The product, of course, was drugs. Radacchio collected the bales of cocaine from the processing warehouses and transported it across the mountains to waiting ships. From there, he delivered it to various points to another drop-off where others then collected it, broke it down, and shipped it to other points.

Until Sorrell had begun hitting the processing warehouses. The first thing Ian had done when he took over the Fuentes business was to relocate the warehouses and have his men deliver the goods to Radacchio instead.

“Is Valence aligned with Sorrell, do you think? Or has the bastard merely managed to obtain information about our supply lines?”

Ian shook his head. “I don’t know and I don’t care. But Radacchio knew the location of the former warehouses. We changed our locations and began delivering to them rather than having them pick up the bales from us and the hijackings stopped. Now this strike? I’m inclined to once again cut them out of the loop. We’ll see what happens then.”

“He will not be pleased over this,” Diego warned him. “We pay him well for his consortium’s work.”

“Then he can find another client, one with a bit less paranoia than it seems I possess.” Ian’s smile was tight. “I don’t have time for a drug war, Diego. We’ll do it my way first.”

Diego’s black eyes gleamed with excitement.

“The wars spice up life, Ian.” Diego grinned with all apparent anticipation. “They keep you on your toes.”

“I’d been a ballet dancer if I wanted to dance on my toes, pop,” he said.

Diego sighed in regret. “Radacchio will demand a meeting to discuss this.”

“Then tell him he can talk to me. And that’s another thing; either I run this shit or I don’t. Stay out of it. Don’t try to negotiate with Radacchio like you did the Misserns last month. I won’t be happy.”

The announcement had an angry frown creasing Diego’s face. “What do you mean by this?” he burst out. “Stay out of what business? Fuentes business? I remind you, I am the Fuentes. It is my business.”

Ian lifted his head and stared back at Diego silently.

Diego flinched as Ian stared back at him unblinkingly.

“I do not like this,” he muttered. “I am not so old that I cannot be a part of my own business any longer.”

“You have your job.”

“Bah. My job. It is no job to oversee the farms and production of the coca. A child could do this.”

“We have a deal,” Ian reminded him, his voice hard. “Don’t fuck me over on it, old man, or I’ll be gone even faster than I made it here.”

It wasn’t an idle threat. If he couldn’t control the cartel, then Ian didn’t have a hope in hell of drawing Sorrell in. He knew it, and Diego knew it. To safeguard the business from being forcibly taken by the terrorist, Diego needed Ian. Ian needed control.

“You are hard, Ian.” Diego sighed. “Harder than even I believed. More so than my investigations into you revealed.”

“I’m a product of my childhood, pop,” he bit out. “Remember?”

Diego grimaced. His black eyes were, for the barest moment, bleak with sorrow. It was a sorrow Ian refused to acknowledge, even to himself. He didn’t care about Diego’s past regrets, his hopes or his dreams, no matter the illusion Ian allowed him that he did. All he cared about was catching Sorrell and delivering him and Diego Fuentes into the hands of justice. Or, their heads on a platter. The latter if he could get away with it.

“If I could go back, I would give my life to have spared you that pain,” Diego said softly, with apparent sincerity.

“There’s no going back.” Ian shrugged. “Just think, it made me hard enough to straighten your little world out, pop. We haven’t had a successful hijacking or a missed load since I arrived.”

“For a man who does not enjoy war, you shed enough blood,” Diego griped. “And refuse to allow me in on the fun. I was pleased though. The agents of the U.S. that you uncovered last month will steal no more information from us, yes?”

The men he had killed had been perverted monsters posing as American agents. They had worked for the DEA, drawn their pay, and given just enough information to make them viable. Until they tried to kill Ian in the name of that bastard Sorrell.

Killing agents was something Ian preferred not to do, but when a man had the barrel of a gun aiming in his direction, he did what he had to.

“I have to head back to town this morning.” Ian glanced at his watch and grimaced. “I’m meeting one of our lawyers at the casino. One of our Miami clubs seems to be losing a tidy little profit. I want to know why.”

“Why did you not have him come here?” Diego stared back at him in angry confusion. “You do not go running like a hound to the underlings, Ian. They come to you.”

“Good idea, pop.” He sneered. “Let’s just throw a party for all of them so they can scope out our security and hit the house in the dead of night. Why the hell do you think so many of your friends end up dying in their beds from an enemy bullet?”

Diego’s expression flickered with anger. “I am aware of the risks to this life. I have lived many years and survived many attempts against mine. We are Fuentes. We do not hide and we do not scrape to those beneath us by observing their rules. They come to us.”

“And Sorrell has managed to turn some of your most loyal associates his way simply because of your arrogance,” Ian snapped. “Let’s not make this harder than it already is. I’ll be back in a few hours. Until then, try to stay out of trouble.”

Diego hated nothing more than being talked to as though he were a child, and though Ian tempered it, there was nothing he delighted in more. He was afforded very few pleasures in this little game he was playing and he took them where he could.

“Should I consider myself under house arrest while we are at it?” Diego burst out angrily as Ian made to leave the room. “You will not tell me who I may or may not invite into my house.”

Ian shrugged. “Invite them all for all I care. I don’t sleep deep enough for anyone to slip into my room unawares. You do, though. I’d remember that.”

He opened the doors and stepped into the foyer before Diego could say more.

“Mendez, have Deke and the others join us outside,” he ordered the waiting bodyguard. “We have a lawyer to meet.”

Ian strode through the marbled foyer to the front door, almost grinning as the houseman rushed to open the wide doors ahead of him.

He stepped onto the sunlit portico, gazing at the ferns, palms, and swaying greenery that surrounded the large circular driveway and sheltered the paved road that led from the gated entrance. The entire property was enclosed by a ten-foot stone wall that Ian had had wired for security. Guards were posted around the property, and the additional training Ian had insisted on had paid off several times when attempts were made to slip into the estate.

He was vulnerable and he knew it. Shoring up his defenses and inspiring loyalty throughout the Fuentes networks was imperative now. He needed men who were loyal to the heir of the cartel rather than the cartel leader himself. Soon, Ian would know every dirty little player, every scumbag assassin and petty drug dealer Diego possessed.

He would know the whores, the pimps, clubs, and owners and which location yielded the highest sales. He was gathering the names of political buyers and sellers as well as those within the law enforcement community that not just Diego, but a dozen other drug kingpins, were blackmailing.

By the time he brought Sorrel and Diego down, there wouldn’t be a secret of Diego’s that Ian didn’t know. And that brought satisfaction. If he lived to achieve his objective, then two fewer drug-dealing terror-selling sons of bitches would cease to breathe air.

He should feel a measure of guilt, he was sure. Diego was after all his father. The same father whose wife had nearly killed Ian’s mother, as well as Ian. Who had been responsible for the most terrifying night of a ten-year-old boy’s life. The night his mother had lain bleeding to death in his arms.

Because of Carmelita Fuentes. Because Diego was a drug-dealing slime pit with more enemies than friends and hands so bloodstained Ian could smell the stench of them anytime he was around the other man.

And soon, his own hands would carry the same stench, Ian thought with a sigh, as Deke pulled a white Range Rover to a stop in front of the villa.

Rather than driving this time, Ian stepped into the back seat, accepted a briefcase from Mendez, and opened it as the doors closed and the vehicle drove way.

The fourth bodyguard was in another Rover behind them, providing backup and an additional vehicle in case this one encountered any unforeseen accidents. In this business, Ian had learned to expect the unforeseen.

 

DIEGO WATCHED AS THE ROVERS left the estate, a frown on his face, his jaw clenched with worry and concern as Ian left the protection of the estate. He worried, a sign of old age perhaps. Each time Ian left, Diego feared it would be the last time he saw him.

“El Patrón.” Saul entered the breakfast room, closing the doors behind him and facing Diego with an inquisitive expression. “You sent for me?”

Saul was old. His shoulders were stooped, his dark eyes a bit dull, his face creased with age. He had been Diego’s father’s most trusted advisor. At Carmelita’s death he had returned to Diego’s side.

Diego nodded slowly. “Have you learned anything from our sources?”

Ian had eliminated the spy in the U.S. government that Diego had drawn closest to him, Jansen Clay, but there were others, much more important contacts, who relied upon Diego as much as he relied upon them.

“No teams are being sent for him, as you requested.” Saul stepped to the sideboard and prepared himself a plate of fruits and sweets. “There are reports that Durango team, the friends he fought with, have protested this action vociferously, especially the one known as Macey, but they are being contained. Orders have gone out to watch his actions only, and to learn what he has planned. It seems the Americans are more concerned with your promise that Ian will eliminate Sorrell than they are with capturing a traitor.” Satisfaction echoed in Saul’s voice, as it did in Diego’s heart.

“The boy, he takes too many risks.” Diego sighed. “He goes now to meet with lawyers rather than having them come to him. As though he dares Sorrell or the other cartels to strike at him.”

“The other cartel leaders are learning to stay out of his way, Diego. As with yourself and the Americans, they merely watch him.”

“And your report on his activities?” Diego asked.

As much as he loved the boy, and he did, loved him more than he had loved his youngest son or that viper Carmelita, he couldn’t forget that betrayal could come from within.

“He has met with no agents that he hasn’t killed.” Saul chuckled. “Of course, they attempted to draw blood first. He does not party, nor does he partake of our product. He does not surround himself with the whores and drug groupies that vie for his attention other than necessary. And those who cling to his arm at those times are well known to us, and not associated with any government’s law enforcement agencies. For all appearances, my friend, he has upheld his word. His loyalty is to you.”

Diego nodded slowly. “And your own impressions of him?”

Saul sighed then.

Diego turned and watched him with an edge of sorrow. Saul’s impressions were as reliable as other men’s reports.

“I must know this, my friend,” he said softly. “What do you believe goes on in my son’s mind, in his heart?”

“There is still much anger,” Saul stated as he laid his arms on the table and regarded Diego. “He has softened toward you marginally. He does not refuse to hear the stories I would tell him now of your youth and your dreams. He listens. But I can see the rage in his eyes. The events of his childhood and Carmelita’s torments are not forgotten.”

Diego clenched his fingers into fists before forcing himself to relax them.

“He blames me.” Diego moved back to the table, taking his seat with a heavy breath of regret and staring across the table at Saul. “As well he should. I should have known Marika had not been killed as my father reported. I should have known that his fascination with her would result in a betrayal.”

“He was an old man, Diego.” Saul shook his gray head sadly. “The little blond nurse you brought to him was seen as an angel. An angel that should not be mired in the blood and treachery of the cartels. He sought to save her. It was only by chance that Carmelita learned of her and of the child.”

Diego stared at the table, his finger smoothing over the lace cloth that covered it as he remembered Marika Desmond. An unusual name, for an unusual woman. She had been named after her Slavic grandmother, and she wore her name with pride.

So blond her hair had glistened white beneath the Colombian sun. Her smile had been filled with dreams and with purpose as she came to the villages as a nurse, healing the sick and touching all with her kindness. She had been unaware of who Diego was, and she had taken him into her bed with a love that had touched his soul.

He had known her such a short time. Only months. And he had never forgotten her. To learn she had spent the years of his marriage to Carmelita living in fear, that Ian had nearly died more than once, still filled him with rage.

Diego’s father had arranged it so it appeared Marika had died. Carmelita had attempted to arrange her death in truth.

“We made a strong son,” Diego whispered, wishing he could call Marika, wishing he could thank her for Ian’s life, but his son forbade it so violently that Diego feared his wrath if he attempted it.

“You did,” Saul agreed.

“Has she attempted to contact him?” Diego lifted his gaze to Saul once more. “Have you heard her voice?”

“He refuses to speak with her,” Saul said heavily. “He has broken all ties, Diego, even those with his mother. I questioned him just this past week about her. He said he does not speak to her in an effort to not add to her pain. She would only plead for his return, and he has sworn he will not leave the cartel.”

Diego wrapped his hand around his coffee cup and stared into the cooling liquid. Memories of Marika washed over him, staining his soul with his own regrets.

“She is well?”

“She is well and happy with her American husband. And protected, Diego. Ian and John Richards see to this, though Richards is unaware of the two men Ian has ordered to watch her.”

“And my son is loyal?” He lifted his eyes to Saul again, needing the confirmation.

“In my estimation, he is loyal. And within a few years, my friend, perhaps he will even call you father.”

Diego breathed in roughly. He needed to be called father, perhaps even one day, grandfather. Recalling the information he had received last night, he thought that maybe with a little push, his son would take the American heiress to the Maclane fortune. If nothing else, as a lover. Diego did not care if his grandchildren were legitimate or not. It was blood that mattered. Now, he understood his father’s beliefs in family, no matter the betrayal. Blood mattered.


 

 

 

Five

 

 

SHE WAS A FOOL, AND Kira admitted it as she allowed the waiter to lead her to the small table of the restaurant where she had arranged to meet her uncle that afternoon. The same restaurant where she knew Ian would be having lunch. Money in the right hands, and before the morning was over she had known where to find him.

She was pushing him, pushing herself, and she knew it. Ian was playing with fire, and she didn’t just mean the operation he was working against Fuentes and Sorrell.

She was terribly afraid he meant to kill Diego Fuentes, a monster, a brutal, merciless bastard who preyed on the weak. But he was still Ian’s biological father. A son should never have to kill his sire. The repercussions would be horrifying.

She had no proof of it, no verification. All she had was her own intuition, which she admitted was colored by her desire for him. And something much more.

There was a part of her that refused to let go of Ian. A part she had never known existed until last year. As though beneath the darkness that had been her life for the past ten years, a shadow of light had begun moving, weakening her, reminding her that she was a woman.

“Kira, is that you?”

Her head lifted, a smile of pleasure pulling at her lips at the sight of the small redhead who was coming to her table. Tehya Talamosi, with her shadowed eyes and somber face, and Kira’s suspicions that she was as much an agent as the Chameleon was.

“Tehya, what are you doing here?” Over the years Kira had met the other woman in several different countries, where she was usually involved with relief efforts of some sort.

“Vacation.” Tehya shrugged, her gaze flickering around the room. “I just wanted to stop and say hi.” She ducked her head almost shyly, allowing her long hair to shield her face.

“It’s good to see you again.” Kira watched her closely. She couldn’t be old enough to be an agent, yet Kira had the same feeling, the same internal defenses jumping to life, with the girl as she did with any other agent. Or enemy.

Tehya smiled back at her, her gaze flickering toward Ian and a few other scattered tables before she nodded and turned to walk through the restaurant.

In a glance Kira once again took in the way her denimclad legs moved. There was a stiffness that hadn’t been there the last time she saw her, a few years before. Her shoulders were straighter beneath the light cotton T-shirt she wore. And as always, Kira felt the need to protect the other girl.

She shook the feeling off. If Tehya needed her protection she had ample opportunity to ask for it. Kira made a mental note to have Daniel run her name through DHS tonight, see what he could dig up on her. This mission was too important and the realization that an unknown could be on the perimeters of it worried her.

Hiding behind her menu, she lowered her head and closed her eyes at the sound of Ian’s voice as she pushed Tehya to the back of her mind. So dark and rough. He was angry, she could tell. His voice roughened to a gravelly sound when he was angry. When he was aroused it was guttural. And once she had heard him chuckle, the sound like a coming storm at midnight. Rich and laced with sensuality.

Last night, his voice had been gravelly fury as he held her beneath him. Fury and arousal. The sensuality had been there, in his voice, in his dark eyes, in the brooding expression on his face. And the sound of it had struck her womb like an explosion of heat and light.

She let a little smile touch her lips at the thought of Ian’s reaction to her arrival. In hindsight, she could look at it with amusement, though the night before, her sexual frustration had been less than amusing.

“That smile makes grown men’s knees tremble in fear.”

Kira’s gaze jerked from the menu to Ian as he stood looking down at her. She tried to pretend surprise. She had felt him, had known he would end up speaking to her.

“Ian, what a surprise,” she said softly, laying the menu on the table as she crossed her legs, braced her elbow on the table, rested her chin in her bent wrist and gave him a mischievous, flirty look.

“A surprise, huh?” He tucked his hands into the pockets of his slacks, causing the finely woven white cotton shirt he wore to ripple over his abs.

The shirt was a little loose, subtly shaping his broad shoulders and tight, leanly muscled body. His overly long dark blond hair was pulled to the nape of his neck, casting the harsh angles of his face into aching relief.

“Of course it’s a surprise.” She rounded her eyes and stared back at him as though his tone shocked her. “Do you think I’d stalk you?”

“Only if I gave you the chance.” He didn’t smile but he stared at her with hunger. A somber, dark hunger that had her stomach clenching in answering need.

“Would you like to join me?” She waved her hand to the three empty chairs. “My uncle should be here momentarily. I’ve chosen the most gorgeous little villa outside of town. A lovely white and red stucco with an outdoor pool and wraparound balcony. One side of the property is even bordered with a ten-foot handplaced stone fence.”

His eyes narrowed on her. Of course she had picked the villa next to Diego Fuentes’s, and Ian’s. Did he believe she was going to make this easy for him?

His lips thinned as she smiled back with subtle satisfaction.

“No. But you can join me.” He gripped her arm with the pretense of helping her from her chair before pulling her along with him into the reception room of the restaurant. From there, he led her to a hallway at the far end of the room and then to an unmarked door that he unlocked, opened. He pushed her into the darkened room.

Kira found herself flat against the wall, the door slamming closed behind them, even as Ian’s lips captured hers in a kiss that curled her toenails.

This was what she needed.

Her arms wrapped around his broad shoulders as he lifted her to him. Her breasts pressed against his chest, became swollen and sensitive, desperate for his touch.

When had she become so addicted to him? When had his touch become the focal point of all her fantasies and hungers?

Surely it had happened before Atlanta? One stolen night of sexual frustration couldn’t have developed over nearly a year to this burning hunger? Or had it? Perhaps it was a product of years of meeting him in the heart of danger, their eyes connecting, knowing he knew who she was each time, seeing the recognition in his gaze, in the slight tilt of his head in acknowledgment. So many years of it. Meetings in the dead of night, bullets blazing, nothing mattering but the success of the mission and the lives at risk.

And each time, her fascination for him had grown. Grown until she had researched him, tracked him, accepted assignments that were almost guaranteed to be supported by the team he fought with. Because he fascinated her. Because he had known her in all her disguises when no one else had.

What else did he know about her?

He knew how to stroke his tongue against hers and fracture her thoughts. How to grip her hips and pin them against the hard ridge of his cock, and how to make her long to ride it.

“What the hell are you still doing here?” he groaned as his lips slid from hers to nip at her jaw, then her collarbone. “I told you to get out of Aruba.”

“Go with me,” she panted, arching closer, holding him to her. “We could find a beach. Lots of sun and sand. Make love all day.”

He stilled and she felt her breath hitch in agony. He was going to let her go again. She knew he was.

“Kira, you’re killing me.” He sighed against her shoulder a second before he tasted her skin with his tongue. “You’re playing with fire, baby, and you know it. This is no place for you.”

“I can help you.” She didn’t have a choice. If she hadn’t taken the assignment, then it would have been given to someone else. Someone who couldn’t have understood the rage he was going to feel when he learned Diego would walk free. She understood. She ached because of it, hated it, and something inside her refused to let him face that alone. She knew, knew what he was doing. And she knew why. She understood why. And she couldn’t let him face the realizations and the betrayals alone. His head rolled against her shoulder. His lips pressed tightly to her neck. “You’ll distract me. You’ll get us both killed. I can’t concentrate like this. Sorrell will pick me off like a duck in water. Is that what you want? God!”

He jerked away from her, the lights flipping on, blinding her for precious seconds as he moved away from her. To check the room.

She leaned against the wall and watched as he moved around the office, checked the closet, then dragged his fingers through his hair and faced off with her from the distance of the room.

His brows were lowered, his expression tormented.

“You’re not leaving, are you?”

She lifted her shoulders, suddenly uncertain, wondering if the attraction between them wasn’t as strong for him as it was for her. She had counted on that. Counted on the fact that he ached for her just as much as she ached for him.

She was as fully trained as he was. If he could get under her skin so easily, surely she was under his as well.

“I won’t leave.”

“Why?” he bit out. “Why stay where you aren’t wanted, Kira?”

Oh, that hurt. A lot. She crossed her arms over her breasts and narrowed her gaze at him, allowing it to flicker to his obvious erection. Her lips curved in a smug smile before her eyes lifted to his.

“I’m not wanted in any way, Ian?”

She hated pushing him. Hated being forced to hide the truth from him. But God help her, Diego Fuentes, and Ian if Diego learned the truth of why Ian was there now.

“How you’re wanted doesn’t matter,” he informed her, his expression turning stony. “What you think you’re doing does. You’re poking your nose into something you have no business being involved with. Get out while you can.”

It was too late to consider walking away. It had been too late the day she realized what Ian’s mission was.

“I’m staying.”

He breathed out almost wearily, frustration flickering across his expression as he stared back at her.

“Don’t get in my way. Hurting you isn’t something I want to do or to see happen. But mess with what I’m doing here, and you’ll regret it.”

He moved toward her, but not to touch her, only to jerk the door open and escort her from the room.

His bodyguards were waiting outside, and behind them stood her bodyguard, Daniel. The sight of them had a grin tugging at her lips. Five men, each wearing expressions of varying degrees of disapproval.

“Goodbye, Kira.” Ian nodded to her as he closed the door behind them and moved toward his bodyguards. “I hope your visit in Aruba goes smoothly.”

“I’m sure it will,” she murmured, a smile touching her lips as she watched him walk away, his men surrounding him, protecting him.

“He’s a hard man,” Daniel reminded her as he drew close to her and they moved back to the dining area.

“Yes. He is,” she agreed, smiling gracefully at a few of the diners she recognized and the waiter who hovered close in case he was needed.

She stopped momentarily to talk to Joseph Fitzhugh and his son Kenneth. The English-born industrialist and his son dabbled in politics occasionally and contributed heavily to several of the charities Kira was involved in.

Thankfully, she had never had to fend off Kenneth’s advances, though he was always charming, almost sociable.

She returned to her chair, aware of Daniel taking his place once again at a table behind her and watching her as her uncle, Jason McClane, entered the dining room.

“Kira, sweetheart, the plane finally landed.”

Jason stopped in front of the table, accepting the chair the waiter pulled out for him and lowering his massive body into it.

Six and a half feet of pure, powerful muscle and Kira imagined she heard the chair groaning under the burden.

Jason McClane wasn’t a small man. He wasn’t a subtle man. The Texas native and multinational business owner did everything on a very large scale. Except his work for the Department of Homeland Security.

He was her handler and, in turn, he had his own handler. The Chameleon was actually two people, herself and her uncle. Neither was officially listed with any law enforcement agency, but the information they brought in was invaluable.

“I hear you’ve chosen a place to play,” he teased her, his gray-blue eyes sharp and knowing.

“The Villa de Angelic.” She leaned forward as though overly excited over the purchase and the property. She was still trying to regain her equilibrium after being in Ian’s arms. “And you’re going to love it, Uncle Jason. It’s so me.” And so very close to Ian.

He chuckled at that. “I’ve learned to trust your taste, sweetheart,” he announced. “So have you ordered yet?”

“I was waiting for you.” Her affection for him wasn’t feigned.

“And now I’m here. We’ll enjoy our lunch and then check out your Angelic Villa.”

That evening, well after the sun had made its stunning exit from the sky in a multihued splendor of brilliance, she and her uncle smuggled her weapons into the newly leased villa and stored them in the false bottom of the locking cedar chest at the foot of the filmy-curtained king-sized bed. But first they had made a complete sweep of the house for electronic bugs.

Kira sighed wearily as she straightened, glanced at the clock on the bedside table, and calculated her chances of catching up with Ian that night at one of the clubs. Considering the amount of time it would take to get ready, they weren’t good.

“Daniel will be staying down the hall,” Jason told her as he stored the little electronic black wand used to detect the listening devices into a secure section of the overnight bag she kept by her bed.

“Will you be staying in Aruba?” Kira kept her voice soft as she moved to the curtained balcony doors and looked out toward the stone fence that surrounded the Fuentes estate. She could see the upper floor of the villa, and if her source was right, she was staring directly at the window to Ian’s bedroom. It was the single most important reason for the acquisition of this particular property.

“I have to fly out day after tomorrow,” he told her softly. “I’ll take one of the guest rooms and set up the security while you go let yourself be seen tomorrow. I’d be interested to know which players we have gathering here.”

“Too many if those I saw in the clubs last night were any indication.” She sighed, watching as the bedroom light in the other villa flipped on then seconds later was dark again. “Ian has a bull’s-eye on his back, Jase, and if I’m not mistaken several of the players based here believe America would give them a quiet nod of approval if they took him out.”

“Ian made the decision himself,” Jason pointed out, apparently satisfied that there was nothing compromising in the room, then moved to where she stood by the balcony doors.

“You’re fascinated with him,” he stated, stopping behind her to grip her shoulders and pull her back against him. She felt his lips at the top of her head and his steady affection surrounding her.

They were each other’s rocks, and had been for twenty years now. Their shared past had shaped their shared present and all the choices that had brought him there.

“What would Daddy have thought of him?” she suddenly asked. She hadn’t wondered in years what her parents would have thought of anything.

“He would have respected his strength,” Jason answered simply. “But he would have worried about it as well. Your man isn’t known for his tender ways where women are concerned, sweetie.”

No, Ian was known for tying them down, torturing them with demanding caresses and warm spankings. He was known for his sexual demands and his determined lusts. He wasn’t known for roses and champagne or poet’s verses.

“I’m not exactly known for my tender ways where men are concerned either,” she pointed out teasingly.

“No. You’re not.” There was an edge of sorrow in his voice. “Your father would have gutted me for drawing you into this life and your mother would have never forgiven me.”

Kira leaned her head back against his chest and clasped his hands at her shoulders.

“Momma told me once that you were destined to do great things,” she told him, remembering how much her tiny mother had adored her overgrown brother. “She loved you as fiercely as she loved me.”

And her momma had been taken away from them both. Her momma, her daddy, and the woman her uncle had been engaged to. A terrorist’s bomb had killed them while they were on vacation in Greece, though it had been speculated that the bomb had been meant for them. Her father had been as immersed in the covert life as she and Jason were.

“She would have been proud of us,” she finally whispered, surprising herself with her introspection.

She had been doing that a lot these past months. Reflecting, thinking, considering the choices she had made, and her life in general.

She was thirty years old. She had a failed marriage behind her and no children. Her marriage to Kane Austin had been the first casualty of her secret life and covert activities.

She had no family but Jason, and so few true friends that at times the loneliness bore down on her.

And lovers? They didn’t last long even when she did find time to get involved with a man. She was too intent on partying and playing. They didn’t really know her, so they had no idea why the parties, the trips, and the shopping were so damned important.

No one really knew her. Except Jason. And Ian. That part of her that she hadn’t even known herself, had only begun learning in the past year, ached with loneliness. Ached for the man who held himself just out of reach.

Ian knew her. Ian had done what no one else had, he had made it a point to learn about her. He knew about her parents, about Jason, but more importantly, he knew who and what she was. He had informed her, his voice filled with amusement the night he slipped into her condo, that he knew her as no one else ever would. And he was right. He knew how to touch her, how to make her heart and her body come alive. And he knew the woman she hid from the world.

Which could be a liability if she thought there were so much as a chance of his turning against the friend who lay so helpless in that damned clinic.

“Where do you go from here?” Jason kissed the top of her head before moving slowly away.

“For now, I wait a bit.” She shrugged, turning back to him. “He’ll show up.”

“You seem certain.” His gaze was piercing in the dark.

Kira hid her smile. “I am certain.” He was growing as desperate for her as she was for him. She dreamed of nothing else, and sometimes, she thought of nothing else.

“I have a few contacts here,” he told her. “Let me know if you need invitations.”

“Dozens have already poured into the hotel,” she reported. “The flies are converging like a plague.”

Jason grimaced. “I was hoping to eat dinner tonight.”

Kira widened her eyes innocently. “What did I say?”

“Trouble,” he muttered. “That’s all you are.”

Kira rolled her eyes. She was growing tired of that accusation.
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IAN STOOD AT HIS BEDROOM window, the technologically advanced night-vision goggles sitting securely over his eyes as he stared at the bedroom window in the villa across from him.

He should have been ashamed of himself. Hell, he was using a set of military hardware that even soldiers in the field didn’t have yet, to spy on a woman. He watched as Kira leaned her head back against Jason McClane’s chest and lifted her hands to clasp the ones at her shoulders. The pose was entirely too intimate, too close. He felt anger twitch the muscle in his cheek as McClane kissed the top of her head and rubbed his cheek against her hair. He knew he wasn’t the least impartial when it came to Kira, and possessive instincts he didn’t know lived within him were now tightening at his gut.

He wanted to kill McClane for touching her, and that was a bad thing. As the two moved back from the balcony doors, Ian pulled the goggles free of his face and tucked them once again into the wall safe.

The villa the Eventeses had leased for the season had every amenity, right down to personal safes in each bedroom.

Pushing his fingers through his hair, he paced his darkened bedroom, feeling lust edging into desperation as he thought of her, possibly allowing another man to touch her.

He shook his head. He’d watched Kira and her uncle together before, and though there was a surfeit of affection, there seemed to be no sexual tension. But that assurance wasn’t easing the tightening in his gut, or in his cock. He knew it wasn’t even possible that she would do something like sleep with the bastard. He knew that in his head, but logic could never apply to how he reacted over Kira, especially when another man was around, no matter who that man might be. He wanted to be the only one who touched her.

He didn’t even bother to jack off again. Masturbation wasn’t helping. He knew this mood, or at least a weak facsimile of it. The tension invading him wouldn’t ease until he fucked her. Until he fucked her until neither of them could breathe for the pleasure tearing through them.

So why was he waiting? She was over there, accessible to him, and it was more than apparent that she wasn’t going anywhere.

But she was a woman.

Ian snorted at that thought. Oh yeah, she was a woman. She was all woman. And Ian couldn’t push back the thought that it was his responsibility to protect her, to shelter her. He didn’t want her involved in this mess, and yet she seemed determined to immerse herself in it.

So determined that no more than a few months after her own brush with death during that Atlanta assignment, she had been in Nathan’s hospital bathroom, lying in wait, eavesdropping on their conversation.

A mocking grin shaped his lips. She had known his visit to Nathan had been arranged. She had said as much. She had guessed all along that this was an operation. But how much of that operation had she guessed?

And now, here she was, poking her nose into the most dangerous assignment he had ever undertaken, for whatever reason.

He needed to know that reason, he realized. He needed to know why she was here and what she wanted. And he needed one more taste of her. Just to see if she was as hot, as sweet, as mind-numbing as he remembered.

He needed his head examined was what he needed.

Ian grimaced as he threw himself into the cushioned chair in the sitting area of his room and stared broodingly at the window that looked out over her villa.

Propping his hand on the arm of the chair, he rubbed at his lips with his finger and glared at the window. That damned woman was nothing but trouble. She was going to make him crazy.

Going to? Hell, she already had made him crazy. He should be in his study going over the supply routes the cartel soldiers used to transport the drugs from the warehouses to the transport ships and cargo planes flying them out.

He had a million different details to see to. If Diego Fuentes had been decent enough to apply his genius to a legitimate business then he could have enjoyed a far healthier lifestyle. And perhaps Ian could have respected the man whose blood he shared.

And though he hated admitting it, Ian knew they were possibly too much alike. They were just on wrong sides of a war and the fine line between decency and immorality.

He had to deal with Fuentes and Sorrell, Ian told himself, he couldn’t afford to worry about Kira in the mix. Pushing himself out of the chair, he stalked to the door of his bedroom suite and jerked it open, intent on doing the job he had set for himself that night.

The supply lines had to be changed and the product insured. Until he caught Sorrell, he had to show the bastard that the Fuentes cartel had the best supply lines, the best underground network, and most efficient men in the business. That was the reason Sorrell had pinpointed Fuentes to begin with. Because the cartel moved its drugs with the least amount of difficulty or interference.

Ian had caught on quickly after entering the business to how Diego and his father before him had set up the cartel’s vast network. They didn’t just have drugs going into every nation of the world, but they transported weapons, information, and a vast array of other illegal products. Pirated software and music, clothing and accessories. Even, at odd times, criminal figures looking for escape.

The cartel had it all, except terrorism. Diego Fuentes had never allowed himself to be infected with the fanatical beliefs that drove such men. He’d supply them with arms; after all, according to Diego, that was business. But he would not allow the network he had worked a lifetime to build to be threatened by the infiltration of terrorism.

At least he had a line in the sand, Ian thought mockingly. He could infect babies with drugs, murder his own people, make whores out of runaways, and kidnap helpless young women, but he wasn’t a terrorist.

Breathing out roughly at the thought, he flicked his fingers at his bodyguards—Deke, Mendez, Cristo, and Trevor—and headed to the study.

The four men had been working on suggestions for the new supply routes as well as security for the warehouses and transportation.

He stood in the middle of the study as the others entered. Cristo, shorter than the others but no less dangerous, closed the heavy door as Trevor Mandrake moved to the safe in the wall, coded in the combination, and pulled free a hand-sized electronic box and flipped it on.

Trevor moved around the room, watching the digital and analog displays before giving Ian a short nod that everything was okay.

The first three months he had been with Diego, he’d had to sweep his study as well as his bedroom each time he entered it. The son of a bitch had been determined to spy on him. They would fight over it, agree that Diego wouldn’t spy on him, then Ian would find more bugs. Diego had finally begun realizing the futility of it in the last few months.

“We haven’t found a bug in a while,” Deke said. “The old man giving up?”

Ian shot him a chiding look. Diego Fuentes didn’t give up, he just waited until a person was suitably comfortable.

“The villa next door was leased today,” Trevor announced, moving to the desk as Ian sat down in the sinfully soft leather and stared across the gleaming cherry top. “Kira Porter and her uncle Jason McClane moved in this evening. I did some preliminary background checks. They’re coming up clean.”

Trevor powered up his laptop, coded in the security passes, and brought up the file he had pulled together on Kira Porter. It was amazingly in-depth.

Ian leaned back in his chair and stared at the file Trevor was currently scrolling through. There was nothing about her work as an unofficial agent for the DHS, and nothing in there concerning her code name, Chameleon.

“This woman is no one to fuck with,” Trevor said, his voice unaccountably serious. “She has a black belt in Tae Kwon Do, training in heavy weapons and hand-to-hand combat. Her cousin managed to buy her a six-month training session with a team of off-duty SEALs ten years ago. She goes back for four weeks once a year to renew that training. Her bodyguard, Daniel Calloway, is one of the original SEAL team members that trained her. They train almost daily from what I understand. And the few times anyone attempted to kidnap McClane’s darling niece, they turned up dead within weeks. He doesn’t take prisoners, he makes examples.”

“Makes sense to train her,” Deke mused. “McClane is protective of her. She’s the only family he has left.”

“Enough about Ms. Porter.” Ian leaned forward and hit the command key, closing the file Trevor had been scrolling through. “She’s an interesting event in our otherwise dull lives, I realize, but we have our own business to conduct.” He flicked his fingers from the laptop to Trevor, an indication to use the equipment for the reasons they were there rather than going over information that, as far as they were concerned, had nothing to do with the business at hand.

“Okay, delivery routes and points of transport.” Trevor pulled up the satellite map on the laptop. “Here’s the current routes.” He highlighted the mountain passes and broken roads that led to several makeshift airfields and shipping ports. “We’ve had reports that Sorrell has men watching two of those routes, here and here.” Trevor pointed out the routes into the U.S. “This could be the line he’s wanting to use to transport the explosives and men for the strike rumored to be in progress against America.”

“He’s escalating against us to grab those lines,” Cristo Mendez pointed out. “Not that I give a damn what happens to a few hundred U.S. soldier boys, but if they grab those lines then that mess is gonna slap back on us,” he growled.

“Let’s move the lines for now,” Ian suggested. “See what he goes after when we switch. The lines as they are lead into California and then Nevada, and the second one has a lead into Annapolis. Let’s see how we can reroute them while still making it appear we’re unaware of his spies. I want to know what this bastard intends to use the Fuentes lines for.”

Ian listened to the others’ suggestions, watching the computer screen as Trevor and then Deke laid out the new supply routes and calculated the risk factors.

There were no hidden roads anymore, satellite recon had canceled those out. Now, the major job was to keep the product en route, get it to its location and do so with the least amount of bloodshed. Because the various agencies weren’t going to make it easy on him. As far as they were concerned, he was a traitor now. A SEAL gone bad, and they were out to fuck him. They had no idea of the danger America was facing if Sorrell managed to grab the Fuentes power hold.

But Kira knew the truth, and Ian needed to know exactly what she intended to do with that truth.
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KIRA KNEW IAN WOULD COME to her. How she knew, she wasn’t even going to guess; when it came to the things she knew about Ian, her perception worried her. The things they seemed to sense about each other was almost terrifying.

Kira hadn’t even known the woman that resided within herself. She had been the Chameleon for so long, that when Ian awoke that emotional, sexual part of her last year, she hadn’t known what to do with herself, or how to handle it.

She was learning though, and if she had to learn, then he could learn with her. He couldn’t convince her he wasn’t working an operation here. She knew better. As he knew her in all her guises, she knew him as well. And she was waiting on him.

The security her bodyguard Daniel and her uncle Jason had laid along the perimeter hadn’t included the stone fence between the two villas. She wanted that clear. She wanted a straight, easy path for her bad boy SEAL to get to her.

Traitor, he was called. The order that had gone out from the law enforcement agencies worldwide was capture only. They wanted information; they wanted to crucify him in public for his defection to the other side. They wanted to make an example of him.

He had excellent security; she had to give him that. The four men he had gathered around him were considered the best killers in the Fuentes cartel. Or in the world. They were hard, jaded, cynical, and paranoid. And they knew no fear. They were also die-hard Fuentes soldiers and completely loyal to Diego.

There were already three confirmed attempts to kidnap the reigning Fuentes heir. And two attempted assassinations. Ian had already lost a previous team of security personnel that Diego Fuentes had placed around him.

As she lay back, propped up on her pillows in her huge bed, holding one of the steamy romance novels she invariably got off on, she watched the figure that stepped through the open balcony doors.

His dark blond hair was loose, framing his quiet expression. The tobacco-brown eyes were lit with an inner fire that burned inside her as well.

He was restraining himself. She could see it in the tension of his shoulders, the determination in his expression.

She laid the book on the bedside table, though she did nothing to cover the black boxer-type panties and matching tank she wore.

She hadn’t dressed to seduce. She’d be damned if she would allow him the excuse that she had enticed his hard-won control. Besides, seduction wasn’t on her agenda. There were no lies between them, they both knew why he was there, they both knew the hunger rising between them wouldn’t be denied for long.

“You’re not leaving, are you?” He was a straightforward kind of guy. She liked that. And his voice assured her that he wasn’t accepting excuses this time.

Ian stood at the foot of the bed, one hand gripping the heavy post beside him as he stared at her with banked fury.

“No.”

The curse that sizzled from his lips told her that wasn’t an answer he wanted to hear.

He stared around the room then, before pulling a small electronic box from the pocket of his slacks and flipping a switch on it.

Kira came to her knees in the middle of the bed, excitement lancing through her body.

“It’s the new model?” She knew the wand Jason had used, for all its technological advancements, was nothing compared to what he held in his hand.

He flicked her a dubious glare. “Down, girl. You’re not getting it.”

Kira pouted as she placed her hands on her hips and watched him impatiently.

“You could at least let me look at it.”

“Not on your life. I’d never get it back.” He left the device on as he set it on the dresser across from the bed.

Kira stared at it, fascinated by the little blinking lights on the monitor, dying to get her hands on it. She was a freak for security electronics, and the so-far rumor-only Type X electronic detector made her salivate. It detected not just analog or digital listening devices, but also hyperbolic equipment trained in the vicinity as well as GPS technology.

She dragged her gaze from the fascinating little toy and back to the mesmerizing man.

“I don’t need your help.” He stood at the foot of the bed once again, tension humming through his body.

“There’s a price on your head,” she informed him. “It might be for capture only, but that doesn’t make you safe.”

“I’m aware of the price and the fact that it’s rising daily,” he told her softly. “I want you to leave, Kira. When this is over, I’ll find you . . .”

“If you’re still alive to do so?” She moved from the bed, pacing to the small table across from her and the bottle of wine and glasses set out there. “I’m not willing to wait.”

“I can have you pulled off this,” he told her then.

She had known he would play that little ace he thought he had.

She poured two glasses of wine before turning and moving to him. He accepted the glass, still frowning at her, his brows lowered broodingly.

“I have carte blanche, being a contract agent and all.” Kira kept her voice to a mere breath. “You can’t pull me off anything, Ian.”

Frustration gleamed in his eyes. Kira sipped her wine, returned to the bed to stretch out on it and lean back into the mound of pillows.

He still held his wine loosely, close to his thigh, staring at her, working through this new complication, as well as the obvious arousal straining his slacks.

The white cotton shirt he wore outside his pants hung nearly to his thighs, the ultrasoft material giving him a relaxed though sophisticated appearance.

“Would you like to discuss it?” she finally asked, bringing her glass back to her lips.

“Your security is slipping,” he informed her then. “We have the information on your training and your SEAL instructors.”

“Of course you do. So do all the bad guys.” Amusement curled through her. “A knowledge of strength is the best deterrent when it comes to those believing they can slip in on me. If you checked my past out at all, you’d know I’m heavily into deterring problems.”

And being prepared.

He brought the wine to his lips, sipped, then turned and walked back to the sideboard where he placed the delicate glass beside the bottle. When he turned back to her, Kira glimpsed the barely restrained dominance eating at him. His control was shaky, as shaky as her own. Especially when his gaze slid to her breasts where her tight, hard nipples pressed into the thin tank top.

“Do you get off on fucking traitors?” he asked her then. “I wonder if your boss knows about that?”

Kira rolled her eyes. “You’re not a traitor, Ian.”

“You can’t know that for sure, can you, Kira?”

She let a knowing smile shape her lips. “If that were true, you would have already attempted to kill me, not protect me. Forget the protection stuff, okay, lover? It doesn’t work with me.”

She tightened her thighs, an instinctive attempt to hold back the moisture collecting there. She was so wet, so hot, that she knew if he touched her that an orgasm would be imminent. And if she didn’t get off this time, then she was going to shoot him herself.

“What does work with you?” His gaze flicked over her body again. He knew she was aroused, knew she was aching.

“It’s according to what you want.”

“You. Out of Aruba,” he snapped.

Kira sighed with amused indulgence and almost laughed at the male frustration that flashed in his eyes. “It’s not going to happen. Do you have any other desires that you’d like to pass by me?” Her gaze flicked to his thighs then back again as her brow arched in mocking curiosity.

It wasn’t a subtle hint, but she and Ian had passed subtle the first time he had slipped into her condo in Atlanta nearly a year before.

“This is fucking insane.” His voice changed, became harsher, more grating as his fingers went to the buttons of his shirt.

Kira tensed. Sudden, almost violent arousal poured through her body, speeding her heart to the point that it nearly strangled her as she fought for breath.

The buttons were loosened slowly with the fingers of one hand, revealing a wide, muscular chest covered with a mat of short, silky-looking black hair. Not too thick, but not thin, just enough to rasp a woman’s nipples, cushion or warm them. Her nipples throbbed at the thought.

“Then why are you here?” She could feel the perspiration building between her breasts, moisture gathering more thickly between her thighs.

Rising, she came to her knees once again, watching, mouth watering, as he shed the shirt, shrugging it from his broad, well-sculpted shoulders with a ripple of power that echoed in her womb.

“I’m here because I’m crazy,” he murmured, his legs shifting as he pushed the shoes from his feet while loosening the slender leather belt and the catch of the cool cotton slacks he wore. The zipper eased down.

Kira’s lips parted, her breasts rising and falling furiously as she fought for oxygen. The air was indolent with lust now, thick, heavy, nearly impossible to breathe.

“Are you just playing again?” she whispered, suddenly desperate to know. “Please, Ian, don’t play with me. Not this time.”

“No games tonight, Kira. Not from either of us,” he growled. “And so help me, I better get the woman rather than the agent, or you’ll pay hell for it.”

The slacks cleared his thighs, revealing the thick, heavy length of his erection. It was furiously engorged, the mushroomed crest flushed dark and throbbing, a glimmer of precum glistening erotically.

“You always get the woman, Ian.”

She licked her lips, easing closer, on hands and knees now, starving for a taste, just a taste of the rich male essence tempting her.

“You’re as fucking crazy as I am,” he snarled, reaching out, gripping the thick strands of her hair and pulling her back to her knees.

Dominant, powerful. It was there in his face, it raged in his eyes.

“I want to taste,” she moaned, drugged now on the power, the hunger radiating in his gaze, and the arousal-based adrenaline pumping through her veins.

There were erogenous zones where she didn’t know there were erogenous zones. Hell, every damned cell in her body was erogenous at the moment.

“Me first.” The other warm arm wrapped around her hips, jerking her to him as his wants, by right of might, became uppermost.

As his head lowered, hers snapped forward, her teeth nipping at his lower lip before his fingers pulled her back. The sharp little burn of pulling hair had a shaky groan whimpering from her throat. She loved it. Needed it. She wasn’t submitting. Fuck submission. He might be an alpha male, but by God, she was his match.

Her hands lifted, her nails raking over his chest as his gaze pinned hers. Her lips parted, teeth clenching, as she drew in a ragged breath.

He didn’t flinch from her nails. Instead, his lips curled into a sexual, sensual smile of acknowledgment as the reddish-brown lights in his eyes fired to a darker, burning hue.

She loved it. There was no male irritation because she wasn’t simpering at his feet. And there was no submission in his gaze either. Just pure, blazing hot, male hunger and challenge.

“I don’t give in,” he told her, that raspy tone sending shivers down her spine.

“Neither do I.” She let her fingers play in the silky hairs that grew low on his abdomen.

“I’m stronger,” he promised her.

She smoothed her palms up his stomach, his chest.

“I sure hope so,” she crooned as she captured a hard male nipple against her thumb, and pressed, just enough. “Oh Ian, I definitely hope so.”

His lips slammed over hers as his hands gripped the hem of her top and jerked it over her breasts. He released her lips, just long enough to wrestle her out of the material as she tried to capture his kiss again. She needed the taste and heat of it. The incredible feel of his lips moving over hers, dominating hers despite the sensual struggle she put up.

She wanted to control the kiss, and that was what she fought for. He was determined to control the kiss, and the right of might definitely held sway here. Especially when his arms surrounded her, his head bending, forcing hers against his powerful bicep as he licked and sucked and drove his tongue against hers until she was quivering. Hell, she never quivered for sex. But she was quivering for Ian. Shaking and trembling, her pussy clenching, her breasts throbbing, and imperative, desperate little mewls of pleasure tearing from her throat.

She spread her fingers through his hair and arched closer, rasping her nipples over the luscious mat of hair that covered his chest as his cock slid between her thighs, pressing into the material of her panties, driving her crazy with the need for more.

He pulled her head back, pulling at her hair as the fiery sensation streaked from her head to her nipples, then to her clit. She had never liked having her hair pulled until Ian. Until he showed her the pleasure and the pain, the agony and the ecstasy of being in his arms.

“Just this time,” he groaned, his lips moving down her neck. “I’m going to fuck you until you’re out of my system. Gone. Out of my head.” His tongue licked over her collarbone. “Over.”

“In your dreams.” Her head tipped back as pleasure suffused her. “Oh God, Ian. In your dreams.”

Pleasure like this didn’t just go away. It tortured and tormented after the act, she could feel it, knew it, even though the pleasure itself was so new even to her. The jaded Domme, the feminine sexual dominant that demanded submission from her males. She was no novice to sex play, or to sexual games. But she was a novice to this pleasure, to the sensations rippling through her and holding her spellbound in Ian’s arms.

As his lips surrounded the hard peak of a nipple, her lips went to his neck. Teeth raking, tongue licking, her hands stroking over as much of his flesh as she could reach.

Hard muscle rippled beneath her touch as the heat and suckling pleasure of his mouth threatened to dissolve her. He held her close to him, arms surrounding her, as though he would never let her go. And she didn’t want him to let her go. She wanted him to hold her forever.

“Not enough,” he growled, moving, flipping her back on the bed before she could do more than gasp, and jerking the boxer-type panties from her thighs and over her feet before she could fight.

She moved to twist away from him, to attack him with her own passion, her own needs. Before she could roll from him, his hands pulled her thighs apart, his wide shoulders wedging between them and his lips descending to the bare, saturated folds of her pussy.

Kira froze. She couldn’t help it. Hell, it wasn’t like a man had never gone down on her before; they had. She wasn’t a virgin. She was experienced. Until Ian got his lips in the slick, bare flesh between her thighs. Suddenly, she didn’t know what the hell to do.

Because he didn’t touch her like an unfamiliar lover. He touched her like he knew her. Knew what she wanted. Knew what she needed. Knew that the sudden hard thrust of his tongue into her pussy would freeze her with delirious pleasure.

“Ian?” She stared down her body, watching as his lashes lifted and he stared back at her with slumberous, hungry eyes.

He licked. A long, slow swipe of his tongue that sent a ripple of white-hot sensation racing across her flesh. Especially when he reached her clit, flickered over it, then bestowed a firm, heated kiss to it.

“You don’t like it?” He lifted his head enough to whisper the words, blowing a soft breath over the too-sensitive nub of nerve endings.

She stared into the heavy, brooding gaze. What was she supposed to say? Was she supposed to answer him?

“Stop talking and keep licking,” she gasped, her hand pressing his head lower, his lips back to her waiting flesh.

He chuckled, but he licked. Oh God, how he licked. And sipped, and scraped his teeth over the swollen folds until she was writhing. Writhing and desperate because it wasn’t enough.

She tried to twist, to throw her leg over his head and rise to her knees, to sit on that handsome face, that thrusting tongue. So she could get his cock in her mouth. She was dying to taste that wicked hard flesh, to tongue the precum from the tiny slit at the top.

“Stay still.” His hand landed on her butt as she arched again.

“You didn’t!” she gasped. He had smacked her?

Okay, so it didn’t hurt, it was actually kind of sexy. But only submissives got spanked. She was not a submissive.

“Stay still or I’m tying you to the bed.”

“Like hell.” Her heels dug into the bed as she struggled from beneath him.

She assured herself that she couldn’t have expected what came next. The way he used her momentum against her, flipped her to her stomach, then tied one hand with the long, thin gauze that fell down the post of the headboard.

Tied her wrist, quick as you please, as he straddled her back and held her into place. In the next second, her other wrist was similarly bound with the filmy curtain on the other post.

“Ian, you bastard!” she cried out hoarsely, almost laughing, unable to believe how quickly he had managed to restrain her. And he had restrained her effectively, wrapping the material around the posts close to the mattress so she couldn’t pull herself up.

“Now, let’s see if you can’t be a good girl and let me have my treat,” he growled at her ear. “Be very thankful, Kira, that this night is all that matters. Otherwise, I’d show you exactly how I would control that hot little body of yours.”

Within a second he was pushing her knees into the bed, raising her hips and stretching out on his back. Sort of the position she wanted, except it was the wrong way.

“This is so wrong,” she said, panting as she felt his broad hands cup and palm the cheeks of her ass.

Then he spanked her again. Light little taps, sharp ones, heated heavy caresses as his tongue plunged into her pussy and had her writhing into the caress.

“Untie me.” Her voice was strangled, the imperative need for orgasm rising hard and fast inside her. “I want to touch you too. Taste you.”

“Not on your life.” He nipped at the swollen curve of one labial fold. A soft, gentle little bite that had her jerking in painful pleasure. Damn him, that shouldn’t feel so good. It shouldn’t feel exquisite. She shouldn’t be enjoying weakness, she should be fighting for strength. For control.

But oh, it was so good. Her hips pressed down, driving his tongue deeper, feeling him lick. Sweet mercy, his tongue was curling inside her, dragging over the so-sensitive nerves there, and making her pant, making her beg for release.

“Ian, I swear, I’m going to make you pay,” she cried, feeling perspiration coat her body as he shifted, his tongue retreated, only to curl around her clit.

He played there. Sucking the little button into his mouth, rolling it over his tongue, kissing it deep and hot. He blew against it, he moaned against it, and then he licked around it, next to it, close to it, but never enough. Never enough.

“Please . . . oh please, Ian, don’t let me lose it.” She was so close. So close she knew she was going to lose it. That she was going to be pushed to the point that it fizzled and left her with a violent ache that couldn’t be satisfied.

Not again. Oh God, she couldn’t bear it if Ian did that to her. If he brought her so close, only to push her past the point where she could come at all.

Her body was weird. Her sexuality was weird. It would kill her. She couldn’t handle it.

“Ian, it’s been years.” She twisted in her bonds. “Oh God, it’s been so long. Please. Don’t let me lose this. I have to come. Please, Ian.”

She was desperate. He kept licking around it, building it higher. She could only go so high, then, phfft, it was just over. A violent ache that lasted for days and no relief. She would kill. She swore she’d shoot him with his own gun.

Then two fingers slid into her pussy. Not just slid in, thrust in, filled her, fucked into her with deep, hard strokes as his mouth covered her clit, sucking and licking, right there.

She screamed into the pillow. She bucked and jerked, twisted and exploded with such force she swore she felt her mind dissolve. It was exploding, melting, heat was lashing at it and disintegrating it, as the most deliriously violent orgasm of her life ripped through her.

She was dying. She had never known why the French called it the “little death” until now. She was dying. Done in by the most exquisite orgasm in her sexual history, or so she thought.

Before she managed to come down, before the first agonizing shudders had finished with her, Ian, diabolical lover that he was, pushed her higher.

He slid from beneath her, his fingers retreating. A second later the iron-hard length of his cock was tunneling inside the gripping, spasming muscles of her pussy with hard, heavy thrusts.

Gripping the material of the curtains that bound her hands, Kira pulled herself up, her muscles tightening through her body as she tried to breathe. Just one good breath as the first orgasm continued to tremble through her body even as he lengthened it and built the next.

The feel of his thick erection working inside her as his hands gripped her hips, held her in place with dominant force, was her undoing. She had never been a submissive, either sexually or in life, but oh God, she could definitely see the benefits at this moment.

“Ian . . .”

“I’m here, Kira.” His voice was so rough, guttural as he moved heavily behind her. “I have you, darlin’. I won’t let go.”

One hand cupped a breast, his fingers working her nipple as the other moved between her thighs, playing her clit with just the right amount of pressure.

It was violently sensitive, but he knew how to touch, how to stroke. Just as he knew how to fuck her. He didn’t go easy on her. He made pleasure and pain combine, thrusting hard and deep inside her, flesh slapping together, their moans mingling.

She couldn’t bear this. Kira wasn’t certain when she realized the line she had just crossed, when she realized that pleasure and emotion were comingling. She knew she couldn’t bear it. She knew it was too much, too soon. She wasn’t ready for this.

She tightened in his arms, fighting to pull back, to hold on to that measure of control. She shifted, mind and body, pulled on her training, on what she had become. She would give him the illusion she gave everyone else.

“Oh, no you don’t.” He bit her shoulder. Bit her. Again. “Do you think it’s that easy? That I’ll let you draw back now? By God, I won’t take the Chameleon. I’ll have the woman.”

“Please.” She shook her head, her upper body falling back to the bed, leaving her rear up, her pussy open to him as he pounded inside her. “Ian. I’m . . .” She was what? Scared? Lost? “Please . . .”

“I have you, Kira.” He came over her, his voice thick now as the sensations began to build to cataclysmic levels. She heard the restraint in him though, and ached for it. Heard the regret that shadowed the dominance she knew he was capable of displaying. “I’m right here. Just come for me, baby. Give it to me. Give it all to me.”

She was helpless. Bound, both physically and mentally, and she knew it. She was lost.

When the second orgasm came, she didn’t bother fighting it. She screamed, crashed, jerked in his arms, and felt the muscles of her pussy clench violently on the suddenly throbbing length of his cock.

He had thought to use a condom? At least he had a brain. She could hear his release in his shattered groan, in the jerky thrusts, the throb of his erection, but she didn’t feel the wetness of his semen.

For a wild moment, she regretted that. Wanted it. For one impossible, insane moment, Kira wanted things she knew she should have never considered. Had never considered before in her life. She wanted more than just the sex. And she wanted more than the restraint that tightened his body despite his release.

She wanted all of him. She wanted to defy that hard-won control that held him back, that kept a tight rein on the obvious hungers he was denying himself. She wanted to challenge him and feel him meeting her head-on.

She wasn’t a submissive, but a part of her was dying to submit. To meet his dominance head-on, to push at the boundaries he had set, and to weave herself as firmly around his soul as she knew he was weaving around hers.
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IAN RELEASED KIRA SLOWLY FROM the filmy lengths of material that hung along the side of the bed. The thin panel he had used bound her wrists, holding her body in place for him, something he doubted Kira had tried often.

He ran his hand along her back, clenched his teeth and merely caressed the rounded globes of her rear rather than watching them blush, hearing her scream as she found more pleasure in an erotic spanking than she could imagine, and feeling her come apart as she found the threshold between that pleasure and pain.

There were so many ways he wanted to touch her, fuck her. So many things he could do to her body that would leave her shaking, gasping his name, immersed in a pleasure he knew she had never reached before.

She was a strong woman, there was no doubt. But he knew her strength and he knew the hungers that even she didn’t understand herself. And he knew that sexual, independent creature inside her was dying to defy the dominance he kept tightly leashed.

She was collapsed beneath him now, on her stomach, her head buried in the pillow as she fought for breath.

Ian straightened the filmy panels then rose and discarded the condom he wore before stretching out beside her in the bed.

A dumb move, he told himself as he pulled her into his arms and held her against his chest. A really dumb move, because she felt so right. She felt as though she belonged against his chest and in his arms. She fit him, and damn if that knowledge didn’t rock his soul all over again.

“We have reports that Sorrell is becoming irritated with your defiance of him,” she said as one hand smoothed over his chest. “You’re encouraging the smaller cartels to defy him as well. He’ll strike against you soon.”

“I’m not discussing Sorrell with you, Kira.” Ian stared at the ceiling through the diaphanous material that stretched across the canopy frame above. “I’m not discussing any of this with you.”

“I’m here to help you, Ian.” Irritation colored her voice as she lifted her head to stare back at him. “I have my own sources I can work. You’re fighting a very dangerous man. Don’t throw away an opportunity to gain any advantage you can.”

“You being the advantage?” He let his hand smooth over the fall of hair that caressed his chest now. Her hair was softer than silk and warm enough to comfort a man on a cold winter night.

“I’m a hell of an asset.” There was no ego there, it was simply the truth and Ian knew it. She was a hell of an asset.

“This is my fight.” And he didn’t want her anywhere close to the danger he knew was coming. “I’ll take care of Sorrell.”

He would identify him, and if he couldn’t kill him then he would walk away and allow others to do it. Either way, when the game was up, he didn’t want Kira anywhere close to the violence that would ensue.

“I want you on a plane out of here, this week,” he told her then, meeting her gaze as he allowed the tips of his fingers to caress the gentle curve of her cheek. “Go back to the States and forget about this.”

Her smile was a soft curve of sorrow. “Do you really think I’m going to do that? I’ve found in the last months that I would do a lot for you, Ian. But I won’t do that.”

“That isn’t your fight.”

“I’ve made it my fight.”

Where in the hell had she developed all this stubbornness? She was the most intractable woman he had ever met. She didn’t argue, she didn’t scream or yell. She stated intentions and then followed through. He knew that. Besides what he had learned of her in Atlanta, his investigation into her had yielded the proof of it.

“I won’t come back here,” he told her then. “Tonight won’t exist after dawn arrives, and it won’t happen again.”

She shook her head, causing her hair to ripple over the muscles of his chest and his taut abdomen.

“It may not. I hear you’re a man of your word. But I’m not leaving Aruba until I finish what I came to do.”

“Which is?” Frustration colored his voice. “What the hell do you think you can accomplish here?”

“I can watch your back and gather the information you need from the sources you can’t access as the Fuentes heir. That’s my mission and I won’t leave until this is over. You can make my job easy, or you can make it hard. It’s your choice.” She lowered her head as she spoke, allowing her lips to caress his shoulder, her fingers to knead the bunched muscles of his biceps.

Ian continued to stare at the ceiling, frowning, trying to distance himself from emotion and to use the only weapons he had on hand for the perilous operation he was conducting. He had the smallest team they could put together; hell, it was so small he didn’t have a hope if the Fuentes soldiers didn’t follow him against Sorrell. That was his strength, the loyalty the cartel possessed. It went beyond money, to familial affiliations. Diego was related to the better part of his generals. His generals were related to their lieutenants and their lieutenants were related to the soldiers. It was a circle that continued on and on.

There might be a few spies, a few speaking from both sides of their mouths, but they all agreed. Terrorism made it hard on the drug trade. Terrorist fanatics made it even harder to sell drugs. Ergo, don’t let the French terrorist in on the business.

Some of the smaller cartels were too weak to fight the pressure Sorrell brought to bear, but the larger cartels opposing him were now doing what Ian had begun eight months ago. Absorbing those smaller operations with the promise of protection.

This wasn’t a game, and there was a hell of a lot more to it than drawing in information. If Kira aligned herself with him, then for the first time in her own career, she would no longer be giving the appearance of a neutral party. She would be compromising herself. And that begged the question, why?

For ten years she had worked as an undercover independent operative for various agencies. First the Federal Bureau of Investigation, and then the Department of Homeland Security. Why risk herself and her supposed neutrality now?

As Jason McClane’s niece, and a stockholder in the various companies and properties he owned around the world, Kira was known as his “source.” One of the few people he relied upon when it came to investing in certain businesses. He was well known for working in the hot spots of the world, for turning a profit out of humanitarian aid by building contacts. And Kira was well known in those hot spots. It was one of the ways she gathered her information on insurgencies, the movers and shakers involved in those conflicts, and where they might be going. And in certain instances, disguised and dangerous, she was known as the Chameleon. Able to blend into her surroundings to gather information that had nothing to do with McClane or his various businesses.

He’d seen her as a blonde, a redhead, and a brunette over the years. She could use makeup like a weapon, changing her features so drastically that the true persona of Kira Porter wasn’t even recognizable. Unless you followed body movements rather than faces, which few people did. The shift of a hip, a particular gleam in the eye that had nothing to do with color, the soft curve of an ear unique to one woman, or perhaps just an underlying scent. Or maybe it was just one woman’s effect on a particular man and his ability to recognize it. Because in each instance he had become harder than iron and so damned aroused he was nearly panting when he saw her. No matter her persona.

Durango team, the unit he had fought with for the past five years, had run several ops based on information provided by the Chameleon. In each instance she had been on the inside of the op and present when it went down. And each time, Ian had recognized her, though the team had never been given her identity. Hell, he’d even taken her prisoner once when the team had been sent in to rescue an American diplomat being held in South America.

She poked her nose into places too damned dangerous for his peace of mind, he was beginning to realize.

“I’m certain my ceiling is perfectly interesting,” she said sarcastically. “I was attempting a discussion here.”

Ian looked down to where she rested on his chest. The irritation in her gray eyes brought a smile to his face. Damn, he should be running as fast as possible from her.

“I don’t need your help, Kira. You’d help me more by leaving.”

There was no doubt he was going to have to stay away from her.

“I think you’re well aware that’s not going to happen,” she gritted out. “Do you think you’re the only one who has a stake in identifying and capturing that bastard? Sorry, Ian, no-go. It’s just as important to me.”

Of course it was. One of Sorrell’s militant groups had claimed responsibility for the blast that killed her family and Jason McClane’s fiancée twenty years before.

“You can’t let this get personal, Kira,” he told her somberly, aware of the irony behind his statement. “And this is no place to try to fight what’s between us, as well as the job at hand. It risks both our lives.”

“I don’t believe that. What we have between us makes success that much more important. It will make working together easier.”

“For you maybe.” He brushed her hair back from her face, wondering at the almost innocent quality in her face. She had an air of purity, of life, that never failed to amaze him. Or to challenge him. She had no idea what she was asking for when she asked to share his bed.

“For you as well.” A frown tugged at her brow as her gray eyes darkened.

Ian shook his head. “I’d be too concerned with protecting you, watching out for you, than I would be on the danger. I can’t afford that distraction. I can’t afford the cost to my soul if you were killed here.” He was a chauvinist. He had never pretended to be otherwise. When a woman was anywhere in the vicinity working an op, a part of him was always looking out for her. Women were strong, no doubt. Resourceful and intelligent. But the primal male inside him still insisted that they were to be protected.

“It’s my risk to take,” she informed him. There was no anger in her tone, only strength, purpose. She was a force to be reckoned with, his head knew that. She was an experienced operative. But his heart, right there below his head, clenched in fear at the danger she could be in.

She was his to protect. The only way to protect her was to get her out of the game.

“We’re not going to agree on this, Kira,” he finally said. “Let’s enjoy what we have of the night, because you are not a part of this mission.”

Before she could protest further he pulled her lips to his, catching them in a kiss as soft as sunrise and as hot as lava. That was what she was. Sunlight and heat, and for just a few more hours, he needed that heat. He needed Kira in ways even he didn’t understand. And that scared the hell out of him. She softened a part of him that he had never believed would soften. His determination to always remain detached was like ashes in the wind with her.

But she came to him, like a pure fresh breeze pushing out the stench of evil he lived with. Her lips moved on his, heated silk, her hands flowing over him like pure passion.

This time, he let her have her way. He lay back and watched and let her touch and her passion flow into him. Let himself enjoy the sheer rapture of her touch.

This wasn’t the time to assert his own control. His own dominance. He wanted her to carry away the knowledge that he could be gentle, that he could touch her with tenderness. Because once the sun rose, he would once again be a product of the world he lived within.

What was it about her? As her lips moved over his, her tongue tempting him, teasing him, as he let his hands coast over her back, that thought slid through his brain.

What was it about Kira that made her touch so special? Her sighs worth so much more than any others he had ever caused? And it only made him ache more for the screams of pleasure he knew he could draw from her.

He didn’t know why, and as her sharp little teeth nipped at his lower lip, at that moment, he didn’t care. His hands bunched in her hair, rubbing the strands against his palms as she kissed her way down his body and his cock rose to full strength in welcome.

Hot lips moved over his chest. Her tongue licked and played with the hard flat nipples there, the sigh of her breath over them causing him to stretch beneath her in pleasure.

Sharp nails scraped down his abdomen, sending pinpoints of wicked sensation to attack his balls. And he touched her. Caressed her back, her shoulders, cupped her head in his hands and groaned in hunger as her lips reached his abdomen.

Sex had always been one of his greatest pleasures. Sex with Kira could become addictive though.

“I’ve been dying to taste you,” she whispered as she moved between his thighs, her hands wrapping around the length of his shaft firmly, enclosing him in soft heat as he felt his heart racing.

“It’s all yours,” he murmured, the sound of his own voice surprising him. It was gravelly at the best of times, but the roughness to it now went beyond that.

Emotion always made it deeper. He didn’t want to look into the emotions she raised inside him. He couldn’t do that, not yet.

But he could let the pleasure wash over him, and when her damp, wicked mouth surrounded the head of his dick he didn’t have a choice.

“Damn. That’s good, Kira. So good.” It was like liquid hot ecstasy. Her mouth surrounding his flesh, hot and wet, without a condom, each sensation raking over sensitive nerve endings and cording his muscles with tension.

The sight of her consuming his cock was enough to blow his mind, assuming he had any mind left after that earlier orgasm.

Which he didn’t. Because when her mouth tightened on the head of his cock and her tongue flicked over it, he latched his fingers in her hair and held her there. Right there. Where her tongue flicked over the sensitive undercrest and sent shards of sharp sensation racing through his shaft straight to his tightened balls.

“Your mouth should be licensed,” he groaned. “It’s damned wicked.”

The fingers of one hand stroked the shaft as the other moved to the tight sac of his scrotum. There, her nails scraped and played and had his teeth clenching at the lust overwhelming him.

Ian let her have him. All of him. He pushed the danger to the back of his mind, the operation and the evil he faced on a daily basis, to relish her touch.

“So good,” he whispered as she sucked at the head of his cock, forcing him to tighten, to hold back. “I love your mouth. Your touch.”

A moan rippled over the tight flesh.

His lashes lifted to stare down his body at her.

Her face was flushed with passion, her eyes darkening, swirls of gray and blue-gray color intermingling in a storm that mesmerized him.

She pulled back, let him watch her tongue curl around one side of the wide crest and watched a small drop of precum form on the head of his cock. Kira smiled a sultry smile, and when her tongue raked over it, drawing the little drops inside her mouth, he ground his head into the mattress to keep from releasing then and there.

“Come here.” His hands slid to her shoulders, urging her to him. “Ride me. Let me feel that sweet, hot little pussy taking me again. Just one more time.”

He reached to the bedside table, fumbling for one of the condoms that he had left there.

Kira took care of that quickly. Within seconds she had the hard length of his erection sheathed and was throwing one leg over his hips, coming down to him, letting him watch.

Damn her. She moved slowly, letting him watch as the engorged crest parted bare, slick folds and began to disappear inside the hot depths of her pussy. An inch at a time, rising and lowering to take more, until with a groan, he was seated fully inside her.

He stared up at her, his hands moving to cup her breasts, flick her nipples before they moved to her back and drew her down. He wanted as much of her as he could get. Every touch, every taste, every sigh.

He watched her breath hitch as he fought just to breathe himself, feeling the snug grip of her sex stroking him, milking with exquisite tendrils of pleasure. Taking him places he swore he had never been before with a woman. And when her lips touched his, the last fragile bonds to control were erased. One hand clasped her hip, the other the back of her head, holding her to him as he began to thrust, meeting each downward stroke of her pussy with a powerful lunge.

He snarled against her lips, because it was too damned good. Because walking away from this was going to fucking kill him.

He rolled with her, trapping her beneath his plunging hips, and felt her legs wrap around his back. Her hands were in his hair, on his back, scratching, holding to him as he fought to hold back, to force her to hold back.

He wanted to talk. Wanted to tell her how perfect she was, how hot, how exquisite. But he couldn’t. Not yet. Because electricity was sizzling from his balls, up his spine, and centering in his brain. Lust was tearing through him, adrenaline spiking, and they were both coming.

He buried his head in shoulder, shaking from the hard, fierce jets of release that felt more like glowing bursts of rapture.

He wrapped his arms around her, desperate to hold on to her. Just for a little while longer. Then he would let her go. Just a little while longer . . .


 

 

 

Nine

 

 

AS DAWN NEARED, AND THE darkness outside began to lighten, Ian slipped from Kira’s bed and found the clothing he had discarded earlier that night.

He finished dressing, slipped back onto the balcony, and dropped over the side of the rail to the ground below. Crouched by the wayaca tree that had given him the boost to the balcony that he had needed the night before, Ian narrowed his gaze, staring around the garden that separated him from the stone fence on the other side.

Confident he wasn’t being observed, he made his way quickly through the flowering shrubs, bougainvilleas, and various trees until he reached the ten-foot stone fence. Once again using one of the many wayaca trees spread around the property, he made his way to the top to the divider and dropped into the Fuentes grounds once again.

From there, it was only a short distance to the villa. Diego’s night guards didn’t notice his passing, and the dogs the guards used never flinched at his scent. He was a part of the grounds, nothing to get excited about, so they did nothing to warn the guards of his presence as he climbed to the balcony outside his bedroom and let himself back inside.

As he closed the glass doors behind him, Deke rose from his reclining position on the couch in the sitting area of the room and stretched stiffly.

“You said an hour.” The other man reminded him irritably of the amount of time he had been gone.

Ian let his lips quirk at the querulous tone. “I had the cell phone on me, you could have called if you needed me.”

Deke snorted at that one, his eyes narrowing on Ian then. “Man, you look like you been rode hard.” There was a note of envy in the bodyguard’s voice. “Bastard. Hope you enjoyed it enough for the both of us.”

Ian almost chuckled. Deke’s lover, an American law graduate, was waiting patiently at home while he played in the criminal element, both of them surviving on the impromptu, secretive visits the other man managed to make every few months. Sometimes, only a few times a year.

Yeah, he had enjoyed the night enough for four men, and still he was far from satisfied.

“You gonna try for a few hours’ shut-eye before the day begins? I can take up watch in the main room.”

Ian shook his head. “Did you manage some sleep?”

“A few hours.” Deke nodded.

“Go catch a few more,” Ian instructed him. “I’m going to shower and take care of a few things before we meet later. We have that meeting with Radacchio and his three sons later this afternoon. I’ll catch a nap on the way there and then on the return.”

“Yeah, good ole Radacchio called daddy dearest just after you left. That meeting might not be so important, because Diego informed him in rather bloody terms of the fact that the Fuentes cartel will no longer require their services.”

Ian grimaced and shook his head. He should have known Diego wouldn’t leave it alone. Hell, a part of him had known. Diego had ruled with a bloody hand, and he saw no reason to do things differently now that Ian was stepping into the cartel. For some reason, he thought he could make Ian enjoy the killing, the drug wars, and the blood lust that fueled them.

“I’ll take care of Diego before we leave.” He sighed. “Be ready to roll by nine. I want to be in place and I want the meeting site secured before we enter. I don’t put betrayal past Valence Radacchio any more than I put it past any of Diego’s other business associates but I want to hear what he has to say about that last attempted hijacking.”

Deke touched his fingers to his forehead in agreement and farewell before slipping from the bedroom, then the adjoining sitting room. Left in the dark alone, Ian stared around the bedroom, his eyes narrowed, as he considered the spy Sorrell had on the estate now.

He’d received proof of the transfer of information before leaving the night before. Not that she had been able to take much to her contact. Ian didn’t keep Diego in the loop for the most part, knowing his habit of discussing everything that passed by him with Saul. Diego was careful, he was smart, but one of Sorrell’s spies had slipped by him.

Shaking his head, Ian headed for the shower. He needed to clear the scent of Kira from his head so he could think and move on with his own plans. No doubt, he was going to have to find a way to get rid of her now. The past night had proved his weakness to her. He would never be able to stay out of her bed knowing she was so close.

And it wouldn’t take long for someone to catch on to the affair and to betray it to Sorrell or one of the other cartel enemies. Hell, even to Diego, which would be just as bad. He knew his dear old pop. The minute he learned Ian had a lover, a woman who meant more than a one-night stand, then he would start plotting, conspiring. Because nothing mattered more to Diego than learning a weakness; he had a need to exploit. And Ian was smart enough to know just how easily he could be manipulated if Kira were in danger.

He had realized that somewhere around the time he had looked down and seen his cock spearing between her lips, seen the hunger in her eyes, and the need glowing in her face. Or maybe about the time she had stopped fighting him, stopped fighting the control he stole from her and let him enforce his own.

 

TWO HOURS LATER, IAN STALKED into the servants’ quarters on the first floor of the villa, his foot landing squarely on the locked door of Liss Dannear’s bedroom door and splintering it from the hinges.

With Deke behind him, he moved slowly into the room, his eyes narrowed on the two women now cowering on the bed.

“Surprise, surprise.” His smile was tight, hard, as he looked from Liss to Eleanor. “My, my, ladies, been up to fun and games, have you?” It seemed the known and the suspected information leaks were keeping more intimate company than Ian had guessed.

Eleanor’s kittenish features were twisted into shock and dismay, while Liss lowered her eyes quickly, but not before Ian glimpsed the anger that filled them.

He stared at them coldly, aware of Deke and the others spreading out around him, the automatic rifles they carried held confidently in their arms.

“El Patrón, it . . . it is not as it seems,” Eleanor gasped, her dark brown eyes widened in distress as Liss cowered against her naked body.

Their bodies quivered, breasts bare, as the women made no attempt to cover themselves. The obvious signs of recent sex lingered on their thighs, on the reddened discoloration of their nipples, and the dampness of the sheets beneath them.

“Oh, I think it’s very much as it seems.” He jerked a wooden chair forward, straddled it, and braced his forearms on the back. And then he smiled at them. A triumphant, knowing smile.

Eleanor pulled the sheet toward them.

“Leave the sheet alone.” His hardened voice rasped through the silence that had been broken only by Eleanor’s gasping breaths.

“El Patrón Fuentes does not mind how we find our pleasure.” Liss suddenly had the temerity to speak up. She tried to simulate fear, but there was too much triumph, too much anger in her for her to carry it off.

“Liss, you forget who rules the roost here. That rooster has done cocked his last crow, so to speak, as far as decisions in this house are concerned, are we clear?”

She licked her full, wide lips as she flicked a glance around the room, obviously judging the threat. And coming up with death.

“Ian, it is so small a transgression,” Eleanor whispered then, her limpid gaze imploring. “It was just a bit of consolation.”

“Your sex games or preferences don’t concern me, Eleanor,” he assured her with an easy smile. It was a smile she didn’t seem to find much comfort in. “Your association with Liss and, shall we say, cartel enemies does concern me.”

He was watching Eleanor directly, though he caught the flash of fear in Liss’s gaze with his peripheral vision. Poor Eleanor, she wasn’t the liar she wanted to believe she was. Guilt marked her chocolate-brown gaze as surely as the forceful touch of Liss’s lips on her breast had marked the taut mound.

“I do not know.”

“Don’t lie to me, Eleanor.” He reached his hand out to Deke. Four pictures were placed in it, prints taken from the digital camera that had marked Eleanor and Liss’s trip to the market the day before.

The two women were photographed speaking with a known Sorrell contact, Ernesto Cruz, then accepting two less than thin plain envelopes. Liss, greedy little bitch, had opened hers and fanned through the bills there.

He tossed the pictures to the bed where the women stared at them in rapt horror.

“I’m going to assume you gave them the only piece of information you could have acquired. The meeting with Radacchio that you believed was taking place late last night?” Liss stared back at him furiously, not bothering to hold her rage in, as Ian continued. “Ernesto’s friends didn’t find Radacchio at that meeting. They found a small army instead. His friends were returned to Ernesto in pieces this morning.” The women paled, terror rounding their eyes even as Ian felt rage scour his soul.

Sorrell had sent the best he could acquire on short notice. Two of Ian’s men had died, but Sorrell’s men hadn’t lived to take another breath.

It didn’t matter that they were all criminals of varying degrees, murderers dozens of times over, each and every one of them, all in the name of the mighty coca and the almighty dollar.

“I lost two men last night, Eleanor,” he said softly. “Two of my best. I’m not happy over that.”

Her lips trembled as she quivered, fear paling her dark face and dampening her eyes.

“Ian, there was supposed to be no one hurt.” Her breath hitched with panic. “They promised—”

“Are you a fool, Eleanor?” he snapped. “Look at Liss. Look at her.” Eleanor’s gaze shot to Liss’s defiant face. “She thought Sorrell would triumph. That I’d die in the bloodbath her boss arranged.”

“No, Ian,” she cried.

He whipped the Glock from the inside of his jacket, the barrel aimed at Liss’s head. For a moment, he had the satisfaction of her fear, but just for a moment.

“You won’t kill us,” she said quietly, confidently. “You do not kill women, do you, Señor Fuentes? You are not El Patrón. Only El Patrón understands this world. You are but a braying little burro—”

A weapon exploded, tearing into her skull, splattering the back of her head onto Eleanor and the wall behind her as she was flung backward.

The weapon had no sooner discharged than Ian was ducking and rolling, coming up, the gun braced in his hand and centered on the chest of the man who stood in the doorway.

Diego Fuentes. Ian’s finger clenched, the need to tighten, to fire, nearly overwhelming his control. He could get away with it. He could kill the bastard and swear it was an accident. His superiors wouldn’t question it, and he could still go after Sorrell. It would be so easy.

Diego’s black eyes met his, knowledge in the curve of his lips as he lowered the gun. His pristine white silk shirt contrasted with his swarthy skin, the stiffly pressed black trousers and obscenely expensive loafers untouched by the blood he had just spilled.

“They are not women, they are traitors. Traitors die,” he spat.

“So what does that make me, old man?” Ian suddenly snarled, coming to his feet as fury coursed through him. “I betrayed my country for you. What makes you think I won’t betray you as well?”

“Blood is stronger than country,” Diego said. “My blood in your veins. My heart pumping inside you, a part of me forever bonded with you because you are my son. Dispose of those whores and wipe them from your mind. No one betrays what is mine, and by all that is holy you are my son.”

Eleanor was sobbing now, her body protected by his own as he stood between her and Diego.

“We agreed this operation would be handled my way!” Ian bit out, coldly furious. “You don’t kill without my permission.”

“As though I would ever receive it,” Diego spat back. “You will throw her carcass into the streets and that whore she slept with will take back to her diseased owner my answer to his quest. ‘Get fucked, Sorrell.’ ”

Good God, have mercy. Ian wanted to put his fist in the man’s stupid mouth and shut him the hell up. Or a bullet in his black heart and stop this charade for good.

“Get the fuck out of here,” he snarled. “Now.”

“So you can bargain with her?” Diego sneered. “You bargain with your enemies as though they were business associates whose word you can trust. You are the fool.”

“And you’re as dead as she is if you don’t get the fuck out of here!” Ian’s voice lowered dangerously as the need to silence the bastard raged inside him. “I’ll deal with you later.”

Diego smiled mockingly. “But you will not kill me, and still Liss is dead. My answer to the bastard that would strike my son. Eleanor can give it to him herself.” Then he turned and strode from the room.

Ian turned to look at Eleanor. She had stopped sobbing and now stared at Liss’s cooling body in horror.

“Ernesto will have me killed,” she whispered, pulling her gaze to Ian. “I only helped Liss, as she asked me to do. So we would have the money to leave Aruba and to return home to Colombia. Enough money to help feed our families . . .” Her voice trailed away as she reached out a trembling hand to touch Liss’s slack face.

The scent of blood and death filled the room now, wiping away the sweet scent of sex and fear.

“Deke, get her on a plane,” Ian told him quietly. “I want her safe.” He wiped his hand over his face, suddenly aching as he stared at the mess Diego had made of Liss.

Ian had had no intention of hurting her. Frightening her, yes, convincing her to give him information, definitely. But God help him, he would never have hurt her.

“Should we have her interrogated?” Deke’s voice was just as quiet.

“On the plane.” Ian nodded. “I want her flying out of here to a safe house within the hour.”

The Cessna waited on a private airfield outside Palm Beach, just in case it was needed, the pilot on twenty-four-hour call.

“Come on, Eleanor.” Deke wrapped his arms around her and helped her from the bed. “Let’s get you dressed. Get you out of here.”

She stared at Ian, shell-shocked, desperate. “Don’t kill me, Ian, please.” Tears fell down her cheeks as her reddened lips trembled. “I am so sorry.” She held on to Deke’s arms as though terrified Ian would jerk her from the suddenly gentle embrace.

“I’m not going to kill you, Eleanor. Go with Deke. Let him take care of you.” Ian’s gaze moved back to Liss. “Have Liss buried. Quietly. Get this taken care of.” He turned and stared at Liss’s blank expression. “Son of a bitch, some days it doesn’t pay me to wake up in the morning.”

“You’d have to sleep first, boss,” Deke murmured as he helped Eleanor dress.

“Shut the fuck up, Deke,” Ian snarled.

He left the room, his gun still clasped in his hand, and headed through the villa to the one place where he knew he could find Diego at this time of the day. Nothing turned that bastard off his food. The son of a bitch could murder a woman and sit down to breakfast as though he were royalty five minutes later. And that was exactly where he was. At the breakfast table, a cup of coffee and a plate of fruits and sweets in front of him, his assistant Saul sitting across from him.

Before Ian realized his intentions, his hands were on the older man’s silk shirt, clenching the fabric in his hands as he jerked Diego from his chair and threw him against the wall.

Shocked, wide black eyes met Ian’s, then narrowed in fury. But no anger Diego could have been feeling could possibly come close to the rage building in Ian’s gut now. The remembered sight of Liss, slumped back, her brains splattered on the wall behind her, sickening him.

“Ever. Ever. Fuck me over that way again, and I walk. Do you understand me?” He was in Diego’s face, nose to nose, a killing rage pumping through him.

“She betrayed me,” Diego snarled.

“You stupid fucking bastard, she had information,” Ian rasped, murderous fury burning in his gut. “Information I needed. Do you understand me?” He threw his father away from him, his fists clenching, the need to do something, anything, raging through him. Damn Diego. Liss had been a fucking child. An easy-to-use, impressionable, filled-with-anger young woman who didn’t know shit about this world. And Diego had just killed her. Without a second thought. Without questions.

“Fuck it,” he muttered. “I’m out of here.”

“You would leave Sorrell to destroy us all?” Diego moved to place himself in front of Ian, his expression knowing, cold. “What of all your justice and belief in freedom,” he sneered. “I move to defend you and you whine over blood spilled. What will you do when Sorrell achieves his objective to strike at your precious country?”

Ice was forming in Ian’s soul now. This man, this fucking monster, was his father. A man who had just killed a fucking nineteen-year-old girl as though she were a diseased animal rather than a beautiful, vibrant young woman.

And he couldn’t walk away. No matter how much he wanted to, no matter how badly he wanted away from the blood and death, he couldn’t walk away. Not yet.

Ian clenched his teeth. His fingers tightened on the grip of the gun as a grimace contorted his features. “Stay the fuck out of this, Diego. Stay out. Or I walk.”

He moved away from Diego, stalking out of the breakfast room.

Deke moved into the foyer, his expression somber as he gave Ian a short nod. Ian breathed in a heavy breath. Eleanor was in safe hands and being escorted to the plane by the same hands that would bury Liss’s body. The only other agent Ian had been able to get into the Fuentes home would take care of her.

Stepping into the bright sunlight, Ian drew in a deep, cleansing breath, and swung his gaze to Kira’s villa. God, he wished he had stayed in the bed with her. Wished he were wrapped around her lithe, softly scented body, holding her warmth close to him. And it was the worst thing he could wish for. He was the most dangerous thing she could have right now. And she was the one thing he couldn’t allow himself.

 

DIEGO BREATHED A SIGH OF relief as the doors slammed behind Ian, leaving him and Saul alone in the breakfast room, the ramifications of his actions slamming into his brain.

He turned to Saul, his fists clenching, his muscles trembling, from the fear and fury inside his soul.

“A mistake,” he whispered. “That was a horrible mistake I made.”

“You must think first, Diego.” Saul’s face was pale as well. “You walk a very fine line with your son. Our rules that we see as so simple are not so simple to him.”

Diego wiped his hand over his face and slumped in his chair once more, the food before him suddenly unappetizing.

“He would not have done it,” he whispered. “My son, he would not have eliminated that threat.”

“And had we heeded his warnings about the servants, then it would not have been necessary,” Saul reminded him gently.

“I will make it up to him.” He pushed his fingers through his hair, his chest aching, his heart heavy as he remembered the pure, unadulterated hatred that had glowed in his son’s eyes. “How can I make this up to him, Saul?”

“Follow his wishes.” Saul was shaken as well. “We will do as he says, yes, Diego?”

Diego stared back at him, agonized when a sad smile suddenly shaped his lips.

“Do you know, Diego, who your boy reminds me of?”

He shook his head, uncertain about the flash of affection in Saul’s eyes. That old man cared for few people.

“Your father,” he said gently. “A young, proud, hot-blooded Aquiles Fuentes. This is who he reminds me of.”

Diego blinked at his father’s old friend and tilted his head thoughtfully. Yes, he thought, a smile of remembrance creasing his face. Like his father, Aquiles. This was who Ian reminded him of as well. A strong, proud man. A warrior, an innovator. That was his son. Yes, perhaps Saul was right; for now at least, they would follow Ian’s directions.


 

 

 

Ten

 

 

SHE NEEDED HIM.

A week later Kira admitted to the real reason why she had followed Ian to Aruba, why she had decided to stick her admittedly curious nose into his business, and it was why she was ignoring his piercing gaze seven days later as she sat in one of the open lounge sections of the Fuentes club, Coronado’s.

The club was one of the most popular on the island, filled with tourists and regulars, hard-driving music, and undercurrents of the shadowy world that existed within the center of the popular gathering spot. It was a hotbed of illegal practices and shady deals and Kira was sitting smack in the middle of Sorrell symathizers posing as Fuentes contacts.

Being here had nothing to do with protecting the DHS interests in keeping Diego Fuentes alive and upholding their agreement to allow him to escape capture and prosecution. She was here because of Ian. Because of what he made her feel, made her hunger for.

She flicked a look beneath her lashes in Ian’s direction. She could feel his fury even across the distance of the booths separating them.

Of course, the fact that she was sitting with two of his own suppliers couldn’t be comfortable for him. Or the fact that for the last few days, several of Sorrell’s contacts had made a point to inform her that they knew of her association with the Fuentes cartel heir.

Sorrell knew she was aligned with Ian, and it appeared he believed the McClane heir could become an asset he could use.

“Kira, it was a surprise to see you here after your accident last year.” Martin Missern, the beach boy weapons broker, smiled his most charming smile as icy blue eyes flicked over her bare legs revealed by the bronze stretch silk dress she wore. His gaze then lifted to the now barely noticeable scar close to her shoulder which was revealed by the thin strap that held her dress over her breasts. He and his brother had joined her without invitation based on an introduction made more than a year before.

The bullet she had taken in Atlanta last year in her role as the friend of a senator’s daughter had nearly taken her life. Thankfully, Ian’s and her uncle Jason’s quick responses had saved her. A premier plastic surgeon had removed the unsightful scarring later.

“I was rather surprised myself to be moving so freely,” Kira admitted with a smile. “But Jason has several business interests here that required my presence. And Daniel looks after me.”

Daniel was presently hovering over her like a warning specter from behind her seat. He took his duties as bodyguard very seriously.

“I saw you conversing with Ian Fuentes last week.” Martin finally broached the subject Kira had felt coming for the past half hour. “You are good friends, yes?” His smooth French accent did nothing to fool her. Charming he might well be, rather like a cobra, just waiting for the right moment to strike.

“We’re acquaintances,” she admitted. “We met in Atlanta last year.”

“Ah yes, you are dear friends with Senator Stanton’s daughter.” Martin nodded as though that point of information were important. “He was a SEAL at that time, was he not?”

“I believe he may have been.” She arched a brow inquisitively. “Though it appears he isn’t one any longer.”

A smile shaped the weapons broker’s full, sensual lips.

“This is true.” He nodded. “He has shaped up his father’s cartel excellently in the past months. He’s giving many of the other cartels a run for their money, quite literally.”

Kira let a sneer shape her lips. “The advantages of knowing how the enemy works, perhaps?” she pointed out, referring to the fact that it was widely known that Ian had worked several missions involving drug and weapons trafficking.

“Ah yes.” Martin smiled. “This was an excellent advantage. Would it be safe then to say that you are not friends? Perhaps friendly enemies?”

“Perhaps.” The smile that shaped her lips was deliberately mysterious. “Why do you care, Martin? The last I heard your import-export business had nothing to do with the cartels. The Fuentes cartel shouldn’t concern you.” The Misserns’ very legal, very profitable business was no more than a front for their weapons cargos.

“Ah, but the Fuentes cartel affects many of us,” Martin’s twin, Josef, pointed out from beside his brother. “It is a well-known fact that Ian Fuentes is shifting his home base from Colombia to Aruba, or perhaps even one of the smaller islands. He wishes to avoid the American and Colombian authorities, yes?”

“Well, he is a deserter. And a drug lord,” she pointed out. “I would guess he’d have to be rather careful. SEALs tend to get a little irked when one of their own turn dirty.”

She was talking the talk, walking the walk, but something inside her felt as though it were splintering. She knew better. Ian was dodging former friends as well as the criminals salivating to see him taken down. He was treading water so deadly, so dangerous, that she wondered how he would escape the consequences. Or even if he could.

He was going it alone, on his own, attempting to identify and eliminate a terrorist that no one had been able to identify in nearly twenty years of investigations and missions to do just that.

But Ian was in a position no one had ever been in. He owned the cartel Sorrell needed to gain access into the United States. The Fuentes operation had, over the years, managed to create a secure underground operation to move its drugs and people through the United States, into Canada and Mexico.

Two generations of master chess players. Diego Fuentes and his father had begun what Ian was now strengthening. Even the drug enforcement agencies were scratching their heads over how he was managing to bypass their security, their snitches, and their determination to catch him.

Martin Missern glanced past her then, his smile turning smug before he moved the hand resting on the back of the leather booth and brushed a long lock of her black hair over her shoulder, once again revealing the cleavage that the deep cut of her dress left bare.

Kira’s gaze flicked to his hand, then back to his eyes.

“Touch me again, Martin, and you might have a stub where that hand used to be,” she warned as Daniel’s shadow fell over him, causing Martin’s bodyguards to tense as well.

Martin flicked his hand at the goons posing as security and flashed her a rare smile of amusement.

“Fuentes is watching you very carefully, little one,” he said. “Are you certain there is not more than mere friendship that binds you? I have not seen our friend over there so upset over a woman in all the years I have known him.”

And there were a lot of years to back that up. Ian and Martin had clashed more than once, and several times the drug runner had come against the SEAL team Ian had worked with.

“Perhaps it’s indigestion.” She shrugged, refusing to glance back at Ian again. “I’m not here to discuss Ian’s problems, I’m here to enjoy a few drinks. You’re interfering in that.”

A small frown flitted around his brow. “So inhospitable?” he asked. “You confuse me, ma petite. The niece of one of the world’s richest men, and you resort to lowering yourself to a traitor and drug cartel owner? How can this be? Surely your tastes are more refined?”

Kira folded her hands in her lap and watched him silently, archly, for long moments.

“Daniel, could you have the valet bring our car around now.” She directed her response to her bodyguard. “Mr. Missern is beginning to bore me.” She moved to slide from the booth.

“Non, non, you must not leave yet.” Martin’s hand snapped out, as though to grip her wrist to stop her. A dominant, forceful move backed by enough strength to break her wrist if he wasn’t careful.

Missern was a termite. A shifty little maggot known for manhandling his women.

Before his fingers could wrap around her flesh she had two of his fingers in her hold, pressing back, shocking him into stilling and watching her with narrow-eyed silence.

“You know the rules, Martin,” she reminded him softly. “Don’t touch me, and I won’t touch you.” He flinched as she exerted just enough pressure to assure him she could dislocate the digits before he could make a move for her.

“Kira, little love.” Josef, Martin’s twin, grinned at the exchange. “Release Martin now. He will be a good boy, will you not, Martin?”

Martin’s lip curled as she released him, his brow twitching disdainfully as he glared at her.

“Martin’s temper is growing more testy Josef,” she pointed out. “Are you certain he’s had all his shots?”

“Why, you little bitch.” Martin wasn’t one to take insults lightly from a woman.

Distantly, Kira knew what was coming. She saw the shift of his body, the flash of his hand, and knew there was no way to stop the blow. Even Daniel wasn’t that fast.

But someone else was. A breath away from her cheek, Martin’s hand stopped abruptly, and Kira was dragged around the booth, sliding on the smooth leather of the seat as Daniel bounded over the back and landed where she had been sitting.

His weapon was in his hand, his expression furious as he stared at the Misserns. Both men had lifted their hands in a gesture of surrender, though triumph filled their faces.

“Get her the fuck out of here!” Ian’s voice snapped at her ear as he pushed her at Daniel. “Now!”

Turning, blazing with fury, she faced a demon she couldn’t have expected and a small crowd of bouncers as they moved in to shelter the altercation. Yep, Coronado’s at its finest. They didn’t care who killed or who died, as long as the customers were shielded from actually witnessing who did the killing.

“Take your hands off me!” She jerked her arm from his grip. “And go to hell. I don’t need you or anyone else rescuing me.”

Hard hands gripped her upper arms, jerking her close, as his head lowered, his nose nearly touching hers, anger flowing from him like waves of heat.

“Don’t push me, Kira,” he bit out. “You won’t like the consequences.”

“Push you, Mr. Fuentes?” she questioned him vehemently. “I have no intention of doing anything so crass. But if you don’t let me go you’re going to lose a fine set of balls.”

“How very interesting,” Josef called out gleefully. “Have you met your match, Fuentes? The drug lord and the society princess. Now, who would have guessed at such a match?”

She saw the second Ian realized the mistake he had made in defending her, just as she realized how carefully Martin Missern had played this little debacle. It was well known that Kira did not tolerate men touching her without her permission, and he had deliberately touched her at every chance once he and his brother had joined her in the curved booth.

He had touched and pushed, and taken the opportunity to force Ian to show his hand. Because of something he had heard, something he had been paid to instigate? Or because someone knew something more?

Ian’s head lifted, and when he stared back at Martin, his voice was cold, deadly. “We have a meeting tomorrow,” he reminded the other man.

“We do,” Martin answered smugly.

“Let your brother handle it. If I see you again, I’ll put a bullet between your eyes. Do you understand me?”

“You will deal with me or you will not purchase the supplies you need.” Martin laughed. “Come now, Ian, why allow a little society tramp such as this one to affect business?”

Pure murder burned in Ian’s eyes then. Kira tensed at the icy fire, her heart racing in fear now.

“Consider that meeting canceled,” Ian said softly. “You’re not the only supplier. And you won’t be alive long enough to provide anything I need.”

Tightening his hand on her arm, he began dragging Kira through the crowd, ruthlessly ignoring her struggles and her curses.

She glanced over her shoulder at Daniel as he covered the rear, keeping his gaze carefully on the Missern brothers who had stood and now watched their departure, their expressions a mix of anger and concern.

“Hummer’s waiting at the door, boss,” Deke announced as he and another bodyguard cleared the way through the dance floor.

“Trevor, you and Cristo ride with her bodyguard. We’ll meet at the villa.”

“Which villa?” one of those other bodyguards called back.

“Mine!”

“Like hell,” Kira protested loudly. Not that he seemed to be listening to her. “You can take me to my villa or let go of me now.”

He ignored her, of course.

Stumbling, she fought to tear herself out of his grip, only to feel the world tip and sway. A second later she was fighting the knowledge that Ian had thrown her over his shoulder like a sack of damned potatoes. At least he had the presence of mind to wrap his arm around her thighs and hopefully hide the fact that she wasn’t wearing panties tonight.

“You bastard!” She tried to ram her elbow into his kidney, only to earn a hard, burning slap to her ass.

Oh no. He hadn’t just smacked her butt. He wouldn’t dare.

“I’ll kill you myself,” she screamed, trying to deliver another blow, only to earn another burning caress as they passed the exit.

She hated him. She hated him. She was going to kill him herself. Oh God, just as soon as she fucked him. Just as soon as the burning, tearing arousal echoing from those slaps eased just enough for her to figure out how to kill him.

“Get in there.” An instant later she was bouncing on another leather seat. That of the extended Hummer, whose posh limolike facing seats, separated from the front driver’s area, were a testament to the amount of money the Fuentes cartel had to burn.

Anger and arousal surged through her blood as she jumped for him. A week of aching pain, too many nightmares, and too many fears converged. The vehicle door slammed behind him as her fists struck his chest. His hands gripped her wrists, his larger body slammed her back to the seat, and within a second his lips were on hers, his body covering hers, his hands stroking, his knee parting her thighs, his groan meeting her moans as lust exploded between them.

She wasn’t lost any more. It was her first thought as his lips ground into hers and he anchored her body against his. She wasn’t lost, she wasn’t reaching, she wasn’t trying to fill the sudden emptiness inside her any longer. Ian was filling it. He was her match. The one man she couldn’t defeat. The other half of her soul.

Her fingers curled as she strained against the grip he had on her. Her hips arched, pressing her sex tighter against the silk slacks he wore, loving the feel of his knee pressing into her.

His lips were devouring hers. Lips, teeth, tongue, he made good use of them all. He nipped and licked, stroked and consumed her. He fired responses in her that she didn’t know she possessed, didn’t know she could feel.

She was the female equivalent of his dominant force. She should be trying to claw his eyes out, not riding his knee with lusty hunger. And she sure as hell shouldn’t be creaming so hard that the bare flesh of her pussy was dampening his slacks.

“Son of a bitch!” His head jerked up. “You’re not wearing fucking panties.”

He shifted back, his eyes focusing between her thighs, where the hem of her dress had ridden to the top of her legs.

“Panty lines,” she mumbled, lifting to him again, arching against the hold he still had on her wrists.

His gaze jerked back to hers, his whisky eyes burning with hidden flames as his hair fell over his face, giving him a sensual, warriorlike appearance.

“Panty lines?” He blinked back at her.

“The dress is tight, Ian,” she groaned. “The lines of the panties would have shown through it. Now would you please shut up and just kiss me again?”

Just one more of those openmouthed, “steal her soul” kisses and she might be able to save her sanity at a later date.

“You’re not supposed to be here.” His free hand followed the deep cut of the bodice of her dress, one finger burrowing beneath the material before dragging it over one hard, spiked nipple.

His nostrils flared. Lust raged in his eyes and in his expression, sparking a burning flame in her womb and whipping it to a conflagration of heat.

She could feel perspiration gathering on her face and beneath her breasts, dampening her but doing nothing to still the heat burning inside her.

“I’m not supposed to be anywhere else,” she moaned as his thumb and forefinger gripped the hard point, tugging at it, tightening on it as the pressure of his grip sent wild fingers of sensation tearing across her nerve endings. “Let me go, Ian, let me touch you.”

She was desperate to touch him. Had she ever needed to touch a man as desperately as she needed to touch him? She knew she hadn’t. Knew that arousal and hunger had never been so fierce, so wicked.

Almost as fierce and wicked as the dark eyes trained on her breasts. They weren’t young perky breasts. Not like the women who had surrounded him earlier in the club. Her breasts were full, swollen now with need, her nipples tight and hard, begging for his attention.

“I dream of this.” His voice vibrated with dark desires. “Seeing you restrained beneath me, your body begging for my touch. Is that what you really want, Kira? Don’t you know what you’re risking here?”

She was certain if she stopped to think about it, then she would be terrified.

“What am I risking, Ian?” she whispered instead. “Or are you the one scared of the risk? Afraid that tough, hard heart of yours might be affected this time?”

His pupils dilated, his expression tightening as his brows lowered broodingly.

“I want you.” The statement wasn’t what she expected. “All of you.”

“I need you,” he repeated, glaring down at her, his body tense and fierce.

“I’m yours.” She was panting? Hell, now she was panting. She wanted him with a hunger and a desperation she knew she had no hope of controlling.

His thumb and forefinger tightened on her nipple, sending a flash of erotic heat clashing through her system. “I want you beneath me or safely behind me, no matter what. You’re driving me crazy putting yourself in danger.”

She couldn’t help the grin that tugged at her lips.

“No.” She couldn’t give him that. She wouldn’t give him that. “Do you want me, Ian, or one of the mindless little submissives you’ve been fucking for years? If it’s the latter you want, then you’ll have to find it somewhere else.”

She refused to be less than who she was with him. Not just a lover, but a partner. For so many years she had hidden who she was, always playing a role, always aware of the mission, whichever mission it might be. This time, she couldn’t play a role. Not in his arms. Not with her heart.

She watched the gathering ire in his expression, felt the tension that raged in his body. But his touch never crossed the line between pleasure and pain.

“You think this is a game with me,” he stated, his rough voice grating now. “Damn you, Kira. I can’t think for the need to touch you, to hold you. To protect you.” His fingers left her nipple but his head lowered, his tongue swiping over the now tender tip. He nipped the sensitive flesh, causing a shocked moan to leave her throat as pleasure washed through her system.

“I protect myself.” Her voice was weak, too weak, as she felt his fingers at her thigh, felt his knee move back only to have his hand cup her sex. Grind against it. The heel of his palm rasping over her clit deliciously. “God, Ian, when will you realize we’re together in this?”

Oh God, she could come so easily, from that touch alone. She stared back at him, dazed, on fire for him. All she wanted was the pleasure she had found in his arms before. The erotic high that came from an orgasm she had only found with him.

“You’re mine while you’re here. Period,” he snarled. “I won’t tolerate another man touching you or you will disappear, Kira, until this is over. Somewhere where you’ll have no chance to escape. No chance to endanger yourself or what I’m doing here. Is this understood?”

The erotic high fizzled just enough for her to stare back at him in shock. He wasn’t talking about sex. She would follow behind him in this operation or he would have her kidnapped.

“You wouldn’t dare!” she whispered. Though she knew he would. He had hardened that much further, grown that much more determined in only eight months within the cartel.

Fury tightened his expression. “I’m the biggest fucking male chauvinist you’ll ever meet in your life. The thought of my woman in danger is more than my guts can tolerate. You will do this my way or by God I’ll make damned sure you’re protected another way.”

Dominant. Overbearing. Possessive. But at least he was admitting he was on an operation now.

“Ian, I know what I’m doing.” Confusion colored her voice and she knew it. Hell, she was a trained contract agent and had been one for ten years now. She wasn’t exactly a new recruit to this world.

Haunting shadows flashed in his gaze before his eyes slid down her body to where his hand cupped her pussy, his fingers caressing it. Her breath rasped from her chest as pleasure threatened to swamp her senses again.

When his eyes came back to hers, they were filled with tormented, raging desire. “I need your promise. You’ll be careful. Let me protect you. No matter what.”

“That’s not an issue, Ian,” she said.

“If you were hurt . . .” His throat worked convulsively as he swallowed. “Kira. Don’t make me live with that. Don’t make me have to live with your death.”

What was she seeing in his eyes now? What was that lurking demon of pain that burned like a hidden flame?

“I could make you promise the same thing,” she said softly. And she would agree simply because in allowing him to protect her, she could protect his back. And his soul. Because she knew what he intended would destroy a part of him if he were allowed to follow through with it.

For all his crimes, Fuentes was still his father. And for all the horror he had visited on others, he was also still a DHS contact that they didn’t want to lose. That they couldn’t afford to lose.

His fingers moved between her thighs then, two of them pressing hard and deep, forcefully, inside her weeping pussy. Her hips arched, one heel digging into the leather seat, the other into the floorboard as she worked his fingers deeper and felt the erotic flames licking through her body.

“I find out you arranged that scene with Missern and I’ll blister your ass,” he said with a groan, coming over her, his fingers fucking into her, stretching her, perspiration beginning to dampen her entire body. “I’ll tie you to my bed for a week, Kira. You will never play games with me like that again.”

Her head shook. “No game,” she gasped, her muscles tightening convulsively on his fingers. “Ian, please.”

His lips covered the nipple he had revealed, drawing it into his mouth, suckling with strong, heated hunger as pleasure began to steal her common sense.

She had never known sex could be this good. She had never imagined it. Never thought she could possibly lose her mind in a man’s arms.

“Do you belong to me, Kira?” His head rose, his gaze pierced hers as she forced her eyes open. “Seeing you with Missern knowing he was ready to strike you. I wanted him dead.”

He was talking to her? Asking her something? Now? While his fingers were filling her, stroking her, the tips rubbing in the most pleasurable spots, areas she never knew could feel so good.

“Belong to you?” she panted.

“Tell me you belong to me, Kira.” His fingers moved harder, deeper, plunging into the slick, saturated muscles of her pussy as shudders of response raced through her.

“Always.” She screamed the word. She couldn’t hold it back, no more than she could hold back the knowledge that she did belong to him in ways that even she couldn’t define.

It was a battle she would have to fight with herself later. Not now, because now she was consumed. His lips covered hers in reward, his tongue sinking deep, fucking into her mouth and driving her insane with the need to be closer as he controlled her movements with his hands and his body.

His fingers rasped and filled her pussy, stroked and plunged as the heel of his hand finally gave her the pressure she needed to explode.

She unraveled beneath him. Her breath became trapped in her throat, sensations sizzled across her flesh, and in one blinding second terror washed through her. Because no other man could do this. No other man could bring her to this point. And when the operation was over, if they survived, then Ian would walk away from her forever.
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IAN COULD FEEL THE NEED, the inferno of lust, tearing through him as Kira exploded around his fingers. It tempted his control, control that had never been tempted, and tore through his mind with the razor-sharp edge of agonized hunger.

And he was running out of time.

Ian blinked the sweat from his eyes as his gaze lifted to the tinted windows that looked out beyond the Hummer. A half hour maybe, before they hit the villa. Not long enough for him to explain what seeing her with Missern, watching the bastard just touch her hair had done to him. It had made him insane with the need to claim her. Kira was a strong woman, an alpha female if he had ever met one. It made it harder for her to understand his need to protect her.

He wanted her fiery, challenging, and defiant, but he also wanted her to recognize the fact that he was in control. She had to. Her life might well depend upon it.

He didn’t have the time to reach that inner woman, but he did have the time to let the hunger inside her free. To a point. God help him if he got his dick inside her; he’d be there for the rest of the night. There would be no leaving the vehicle because he’d be inside her for the rest of the night.

As her orgasm eased through her, he released her arms, slid his fingers from her giving flesh, and tore at the leather belt cinching his hips.

He couldn’t take her, but he could have her mouth on him again. He needed that. The sight of her taking him with primitive pleasure, tasting him, working for his pleasure.

He watched her expression shift from satiation to renewed hunger as he pushed his pants to his thighs and drew the hard length of his cock into his hand.

“Do I get to have fun now?” Amusement filled her tone as she came slowly to her knees.

Ian braced his hand on the ceiling of the vehicle and clenched his teeth to hold back a snarl. He tightened his fingers around the shaft and watched as she licked her lips.

Then she slowly bent. Sweet God, which did he want to watch more? Her mouth taking his cock, or her tight ass as it lifted behind her?

He compromised. He watched as her lips sank over the pulsing, dark head of his cock, and he let his hand fall in a light smack to her ass.

She flinched and stilled, her eyes lifting to him. Defiance sparkled in the witchy depths, but so did pleasure and arousal. He tapped the side of her ass once more, smiling at the sharp, involuntary response that had her lifting into the sharp caress.

She didn’t know if she should allow herself to enjoy it or not. That bit of feminine confusion had every possessive and dominant instinct inside him howling in pleasure. He gave her rear another light tap.

“Suck my cock, kitten. I’ll take care of the rest.”

She obviously didn’t like the pet name either, but that was what she reminded him of. A brave little cat, hissing and spitting when challenged, even as she ached for a touch she had never had before.

It made his lust burn higher, knowing no man had ever stroked her as he did, had never taken her past her own control as he had. It was addictive, challenging, and made him want her with a desire that frankly scared the shit out of him.

His teeth clenched as the moist heat of her mouth surrounded the head of his cock. She was still watching him, wary, uncertain. He liked her like that. It would make each touch sharper, brighter for her. Keeping Kira off guard might turn into an addictive hobby. If she didn’t manage to throw him off guard first.

Damn it to hell!

She tucked the throbbing crest of his cock against the roof of her mouth and beneath it, her tongue undulated, rippled over the sensitive underside and sent spears of need slamming into his balls. His scrotum drew up hard and tight as the need for release had his cock swelling further in her mouth.

His hand landed on her rear again, then he cupped the blushing globe, caressed it, stroked it as he watched her eyes. The gray deepened, the bluish rings around it darkened. Witchy eyes. Seductive eyes. Eyes that threatened to trap his soul.

“Have you ever been taken here?” He let his fingers caress the narrow crevice between the taut mounds of her rear. “Have you knelt for a lover, Kira? Let him work that pretty ass open and fill it with his cock?”

She jerked. Her eyes dilated, and he knew she hadn’t. No, it would have been giving control rather than taking it.

“Haven’t you imagined what it would be like to be taken there?” His body tightened at the knowledge that this was an intimacy she hadn’t shared with any other lover. His cock throbbed at the thought, clenching with the warning of impending release.

Insecurity flickered in her gaze.

“I bet you’re tight here.” He let his finger massage the hidden little entrance as it flexed beneath his touch. “Tight and hot. Would you scream for me? Would you beg me to fuck you harder there?”

Sweat formed on her brow as he pulled her hair back with his other hand and worked his cock against her rippling tongue. He was so close to coming it was all he could do to hold the hard ejaculations back.

As he pulled the long strands over her opposite shoulder, he let his fingers twine in them, tighten.

“Suck my dick. Don’t just lick it. You know what I want.”

Just as he knew what she was doing. Applying direct pressure to the most sensitive spot on the hard flesh, hoping to break his control. She cupped her fingers around his hard balls, massaged and eased farther back.

The next little slap to her rear was harder, hotter. “Don’t fuck with me, baby,” he said softly. “Not unless you want to face the consequences.”

A frown worked at her brow even as her fingers slid back to his scrotum and her mouth began to work over the head of his cock.

His gaze flickered to her blushing butt as he laid a lighter little slap to it. Pleasure, a slow heated burn that would lead her across the threshold between pleasure and pain. “You’re going to lift your sweet ass to me. Just a little higher, baby. Lift to me, so I can make it burn so good.”

She moaned around his cock, her suckling mouth drawing on him deeper as her eyes seemed to glaze. But she did it. Pulled her knees in tighter and lifted to him.

Sweat dripped down his back as he fought to hold on to his control just a few more minutes. Just a little longer. He wanted her to come with him. He wanted her to know, in this instance, that he controlled her body, her response, and her orgasms.

He guided her mouth with his hand in her hair, pulling at the thick strands, his cock fucking her mouth as he delivered the little slaps to her ass, drawing closer to the saturated flesh of her bare pussy, making her burn. Inside and out.

She was weaker to this form of pleasure than she knew. He could see it on her expression as she tried to fight it, feel it in the suckling heat of her mouth as she tried to push him over the edge before he managed to push her across the threshold.

His. She belonged to him. He felt it in his soul; she defied him, challenged him with her eyes, pricked at his control with the fierce, heated draws of her mouth. She licked and consumed him until the need to breathe was pleasure and pain, until sweat coated his body and his lungs labored for oxygen.

Her moans echoed around his erection and filled his head, just as the sound of his hand meeting her ass began to match the moaning breaths.

“That ass is mine. That sweet pussy is mine.” He laid his hand to her rear again and again, feeling her burn in the cries that surrounded his cock and seeing it in the darkening of her eyes.

She belonged to him.

Just a little more, he knew. He clenched his teeth, allowed his hand to fall harder, closer to her soaked pussy, brightening her flesh and throwing her past the boundary of pleasure and pain. To a place where the two merged. Where they blended in a chaotic storm of hunger and need.

“You’re going to come for me, Kira.” Her eyes were nearly black, her mouth tight, hungry, as she drew on him, taking him nearly to her throat now, her ass lifting for him, her moans urging him on.

“Feel it, kitten.” He kept his voice low, grating. Working easily toward the blissful zone he knew he had drawn her into. A place where nothing mattered but the sensation, the burn of the pleasure and the coming release. “Feel how hot and wet you are.” He laid a gentler though burning caress between her thighs. Once. Twice. Back to her ass. Then to the bare flesh of her pussy.

She was shaking now. Shuddering. And God help him, he couldn’t hold back. He could feel the cum boiling in his balls, threatening to overflow.

“Come for me, Kira.” He delivered a firmer tap against her pussy, then back to her ass. “Give me what I need, baby.”

Back to her pussy. Once. Twice. He moved back to her ass then, the little slaps gaining in speed and strength until he felt her explode, heard her scream on his cock. His head fell back as he forced back a shout of release and filled her mouth with his come.

Each jerking, shuddering ejaculation tore a throttled cry from his lips even as he plunged his fingers into the tight depths of her convulsing pussy to feel the release that flowed over his fingers.

She consumed him. Sucked the seed from his balls, and left him so damned weak he nearly collapsed over her. He caught his weight on the back of the seat, his breathing labored, jerky, as the final spurts of his semen filled her mouth.

As soon as he could think, move, Ian eased back from her, pulled his pants to his hips and found his seat before pulling her into his lap. He couldn’t give her time to consider what had happened until he gave her body time to ease into the implications of it. Surrender to a woman like Kira was as much about pleasing the mind and the heart as it was about pleasing her body.

“I didn’t like that.” Her voice was husky, uncertain, as he tucked her head beneath his chin and let his hands caress the rippling shudders that raced through her body. “Not at all. And you call me kitten again, and I’ll kill you in your sleep.”

“I could tell you just hated it when you drenched my fingers with your orgasm,” he mused with a smile. He kept his voice gentle, allowed her to hear and to feel his complete approval of her response.

She was silent as she lay against him then, her arms looped around his neck and holding tight to him.

“Don’t do it again,” she finally breathed out weakly.

A smile curled his lips and he bent his head over hers and held her to him. God, he loved holding her. Having her in his arms, soft as a sleepy kitten with its claws still extended.

“Maybe I’ll do something different next time,” he drawled, finding himself wondering at the amusement and sheer pleasure he felt in just this. Just holding her, teasing her.

“Maybe I will too.” She nipped his jaw, but he felt her smile.

“You probably will.” He pressed her head against him, his heart finally easing its frantic beat as he stared outside the Hummer.

She was a match for him, he had known that all along. Was that why he had avoided beginning a relationship with her? Kira would never stay home, safe and secure, while he fought, and he knew it now. She would always be at his back whether she was supposed to be or not and that was a frightening realization.

He hadn’t been lying when he told her he was the worst chauvinist she would ever meet. He was. Protecting her was a part of who he was, ingrained in him during the years he had fought and nearly failed to protect his delicate mother. Women were to be protected, cherished, not placed in the front lines of a dirty, underground war.

“You have to be careful,” he told her quietly, staring outside the Hummer rather than at her. “Diego won’t hesitate to kill you if he feels threatened.” Or if he felt she threatened Ian. That knowledge sliced at him.

“I’m trained in covert ops, Ian,” she reminded him again. “I know what I’m doing.”

He nodded slowly. He had to give her that. She had survived in the covert underworld for a decade now. A woman couldn’t accomplish that unless she knew exactly what she was doing.

“Mistakes happen when emotions get involved,” he told her quietly. And, boy, were his emotions involved. “Stay on guard. We’re running out of time here. We are and Sorrell is as well. He needs the Fuentes connections to pull off the strike he has planned effectively. We need his identity to stop it. When things go from sugar to shit, and I know they will, I want you safe.”

“As safe as you are?”

And that terrified him.

“Safer,” he whispered. “I want you safer.”

He tucked her against him once again and stared at the black partition that separated the back from the driver’s area. They would be close to the villa now. The villa where Diego had no doubt already heard about the confrontation with the Misserns, as well as Kira.

The bastard had been desperate for Ian to find a woman. Not for any softer reasons such as his son’s happiness. No, he needed a weakness he could exploit, and Ian knew it. And now, Ian held that weakness in his arms. One neither Diego nor Sorrell would hesitate to use if he gave them the chance.

 

KIRA WAS DECENT WHEN THE Hummer drew to a stop in front of the Fuentes villa. Her dress was no longer around her hips, and her hair was hastily smoothed out.

If only Ian’s demeanor could be fixed as easily.

Five minutes from the villa and he had grown silent, cold. His clothes were restored and the icy façade was back in place. She was only now realizing how much she hated that façade.

As Deke opened the back door and helped her from the vehicle, the villa’s front door opened, and Diego Fuentes leaned lazily against the entrance, his head tilted as he watched her curiously.

For a man in his fifties, nearing sixty, he was in excellent shape. His black hair was mostly gray now, his face lined, but his silk slacks and white shirt covered a body that was well toned. There was no doubt he took excellent care of himself.

And she could easily see now that Ian had taken some of his looks from his biological father. But she had already known that. The heavy brows, the strong slash of cheekbones, the sensual lips.

Ian moved past him, his fingers locked on Kira’s arm as he pulled her into the foyer.

Diego’s smile faltered. “We need to discuss a few things before you retire, Ian.” Diego’s voice sharpened as they passed him.

“It can wait—”

“This cannot wait.” Diego overrode Ian’s objections. “I will meet you in my study in twenty minutes. This will give you time to escort your friend to your room or wherever you intend for her to spend her nights and to meet me in my study. I will be awaiting you there.”

Diego turned on his heel and stalked through the foyer to the back hall, leaving Kira and Ian standing just inside, surrounded by the bodyguards.

This was a mess. How in the world did Ian survive the daily tension that she could sense between him and his father?

She looked around the opulent entrance, glimpsing the high-ceilinged main room to the right and the dining area that opened behind it.

“It’s a very nice villa.” It was one step down from an elaborate mansion. The Fuenteses definitely lived well.

“It’s something,” Ian muttered. “Come on, I’ll show you to my room and then go see what the old man wants.”

The shadow of bitterness in his voice wasn’t lost on her, though she doubted anyone could have caught it unless they had studied the shades of his voice as she had each time she heard him speak. A mix of regret, sadness, and fury. It gave his voice a grating edge, deepened it. And broke her heart.

He led her across the foyer to the curved wooden staircase. With his hand firmly at her back, his fingers rubbing almost imperceptibly against the silk of her dress, he led her up the stairs.

Along the hall, double doors were opened by a housemaid with a shy smile before she retreated in the opposite direction. Behind them, the three remaining bodyguards trailed like ghosts.

He pushed open the doors into a wide sitting area complete with a wide-screen television, a wet bar, and a wide, comfortable couch. “The bedroom is in here.” He led her across the room to another set of doors. Pushing them open, he stood back and allowed her to step into the room. She almost wished she had stayed in the sitting room.

The huge, larger-than-king-sized bed dominated the room. It was surrounded with shimmering panels of netting, and the massive posts and thick mattress were intimidating. But the metal rings set in the corners and the middle of the headboard and footboard had her swallowing tightly. She knew what those rings were for. She had been in the fringe clubs and on the periphery of the BDSM clubs long enough to know how easily those rings would hold the slender chains attached to wrist and ankle cuffs.

Across from the bed was a heavy mirrored chest, a dresser off to another side of the room. There were metal rings set in one wall as well.

“Interesting.” She tried for nonchalant as she murmured the word. “Did you decorate it yourself?”

A sharp laugh left his throat. “Not hardly. It came this way. Make yourself at home, I shouldn’t be long. One of my men will bring your things when Daniel arrives with them.”

“Daniel is staying close by, Ian.” She turned as he moved to leave the room. “Make certain he’s given a room.”

“We’ll discuss this when I return.” His expression hardened. “And before you argue, hold the thought. We can fight it out after I get finished with Diego. Just try to stay out of trouble until then.”

She gave him a brief, quick nod, even as her teeth clenched to hold back the very argument he was talking about. Daniel was nonnegotiable though. He and Jason both would likely have a stroke if he wasn’t close enough to keep an eye on her. It had been bad enough when she worked the Atlanta mission and ended up shot. Damn, it had taken her months before she was allowed to go to the bathroom without one of them standing outside the door.

“I’ll see you in a bit,” he said, and before she could react, he cupped her neck in his hand, jerked her to him for a brief, hard kiss, then turned and left the suite.

Kira lifted her fingers to her lips, an involuntary smile touching them at the tingling feel of that forceful kiss. She wondered if he was aware of the expression on his face when he had delivered it. It wasn’t just sexual. Something else had been brewing in his eyes, almost a promise.

She turned, stared at the bed again, and let her eyes drift closed in regret.

Betraying him was going to kill her. Because she knew that once she did, it was going to destroy that fragile hint of emotion she had just glimpsed. And when that happened, she didn’t want to think of the well of emptiness she would feel.

In saving him, she just might end up destroying both of them. Because she couldn’t allow him to kill his father. That was her mission. If Ian was running an operation here, then her job was to keep Diego Fuentes alive.


 

 

 

Twelve

 

 

IAN DIDN’T BOTHER KNOCKING ON Diego’s study door. He was tired, pissed, and the adrenaline high had him on edge. He was more than aware of the mistake he had made at Coronado’s where Kira was concerned. What he had done had placed her smack in the middle of the war getting ready to be waged between the cartel and Sorrell’s terrorist network. As well as brought her to Diego’s attention. There wasn’t a doubt in Ian’s mind just how ugly and how bloody it could become.

“Do not berate me!” Diego was waiting for him. He stood behind his desk, glowering as he stared back at Ian.

Ian paused, lifted his brow mockingly, and pulled back the caustic insults he had been ready to deliver. Daddy dearest was in a mood tonight, it seemed.

“I had no intention of berating you,” he lied as he closed the doors behind him, barely glimpsing the surprise that came and went on Diego’s face when he turned back to him. “I was curious as to what was so important that you had to call me in here like a child who had missed curfew.” Ian forced a vein of teasing mockery into his voice.

Diego softened marginally, the corner of his lips tugging up almost involuntarily.

“Do you think I offended your Miss Porter?” He suddenly frowned.

Ian shrugged. “I doubt it. She’s a woman. She’s probably used to grown men acting like asses.” He barely held back the disgust in his voice.

“Ah. If she has been around you very long, then I have no doubt.” Diego snorted.

Ian hid his surprise. Damn, the old man was developing some sharp teeth where he was concerned. It had taken much longer than Ian had expected.

“Don’t doubt it.” Ian grinned, genuinely amused this time. Kira had quite a bit of experience dealing with some of his less charming traits over the years.

Diego grunted at that before saying, “I had several phone calls before you arrived informing me of the confrontation with the Misserns over Miss Porter. It was reported that Martin Missern attempted to strike her?” Diego’s black eyes narrowed in anger.

Ian crossed his arms over his chest. “And what else did your little spies tell you about it?”

“Damn you, Ian!” he burst out. “You live in a fishbowl, and you know this. All watch you. Did you not think before you reacted? Did you not know that there would be eyes watching to report how easily Ian Fuentes came unglued over the very delectable Miss Porter? The heir to the McClane fortune and the very dear niece of one of the world’s most influential men?”

But no mention of Kira as the Chameleon, or her work as an agent.

No one knew of the work she did, and Ian intended to keep it that way.

“You have nothing to say?” Diego growled.

“Are you expecting me to defend my actions?” Ian asked curiously. “I realize you missed a lot of years in my upbringing, but I’m a little old for you to counsel me on how I deal with public threats to a woman I’m sleeping with. Don’t you?”

Diego paused, his eyes narrowing further as his nostrils flared in ire.

“Josef Missern called just before your arrival to apologize for his brother’s actions and to assure me that he alone will deal with the transaction in the morning.”

Hell, he should have expected that.

“Fine.” Ian shrugged. All the better. He would get the weapons he needed and Sorrell’s spies could attest to the fact that Ian took his protection of Kira very seriously.

“You say fine, as though threatening to kill Martin Missern was of no importance?” He shot Ian a contemptuous look. “They will be watching for you now. They will put a bullet in the back of your head without warning. You should strike first—”

“Whoa! Are you suggesting I send men in to kill the Misserns because they might retaliate for my threats against them?” Ian laughed. “God love your heart, Diego. How have you managed to survive all these years if you’re constantly killing people off like diseased animals?”

“Because what I kill are diseased animals,” he snapped back. “Deny this. I dare you.”

His uncles hadn’t been diseased. Diego’s younger brothers, their wives and children, had been murdered with merciless speed the moment Diego learned they were considering turning over evidence against the Fuentes cartel to the American and Colombian authorities.

Ian kept his mouth shut. He didn’t care about Diego’s excuses or the poor pitiful story the other man would no doubt relate. He just wanted this meeting finished.

He rubbed at the side of his nose before shoving his hands into his slacks and retaining eye contact with Diego.

“Is there a point to this?”

Diego sneered. “You are like a willful child.”

“We established that my first month here. Should I have asked if there was a new point to this?”

“Take care of the Misserns,” Diego warned him. “Do not give them the chance to strike out at you when you are not looking.”

Ian pursed his lips thoughtfully. “I’ll consider it.”

Diego’s eyes widened in surprise. “You will?”

“Of course.” He shrugged. “When I meet with Josef tomorrow if he hasn’t followed my security instructions to the letter than I’ll blow his nasty little head off just like I do anyone else who pisses me off. Satisfied?”

Ian felt a warning itch just beneath his flesh. How much blood had he shed in the past year? How many animals had he already killed? Terrorist spies and cartel enemies were a dime a dozen, there were so many now.

Suddenly, his skin felt coated, oily with blood and guilt and the slime that came from dealing with slugs. And the head slug stood across from him, watching him as though he were proud of him. As though he had said something to be praised for. For God’s sake.

Diego nodded slowly and seemed to release a sigh of relief. “I worry.” He swiped his hand through his salt-and-pepper hair. “You are strong and they know this. To kill you would be a great source of pride for them. To succeed where Sorrell’s agents have failed.”

“Stop worrying.” Ian rubbed his hand over the back of his neck to dispel the primal sense of foreboding he could feel gathering inside him. “I’ll take care of the Misserns. And Kira.”

Diego nodded. “Yes, you must take care of Miss Porter. She is known for her reserve and refusal to take a powerful lover. Many will look at you with awe for succeeding in capturing her interest. You are a son to be proud of.” He nodded decisively.

Ian barely contained his disbelief. “For God’s sake,” he muttered. “This is insane. She’s a woman, not a trophy.”

“Ah, you defend her honor.” He chuckled. “Perhaps she will be around a while, yes? Maybe babies one day?”

Ian blinked back at Diego. The old man was going senile.

He shook his head. “I’m going to bed.”

Diego chuckled. “I do not doubt there will not be much sleep for you this night. Try to rest a little, ah? The Misserns, they are wily. You will need all your senses in the morning.”

“Sure. I’ll take care of that,” Ian said, shaking his head.

Diego was still chuckling like a rabid clown as Ian left the office and headed toward the stairs. Just in time to watch the entry doors open and Daniel and Cristo step inside. They were carrying Kira’s luggage and several carryalls. One rather large duffel bag. He was betting he knew exactly what resided in that duffel bag.

“I only brought her essentials.” Daniel Calloway’s voice was cool, distant. “I’ll take those up to her then you can show me a room close enough to hers to make certain she’s not murdered in her sleep.” His hazel eyes clashed with Ian’s.

Master Warrant Officer Daniel Calloway had been a SEAL himself before his retirement from the navy at age thirty-eight. He had immediately taken the position with McClane as Kira’s bodyguard.

He was still in peak fitness five years later, though there was a dusting of gray at his temples. Ian bet Kira had given him each one of those gray hairs.

“Cristo, bunk him in with you,” Ian ordered. “We’ll go over the rules of this little game in the morning.”

“Is his room close to hers?” Daniel appeared unwilling to let that bone go.

Ian shot him a mocking smile. “It’s close to my room actually. And since that’s where she’ll be sleeping, I think it will do.”

Daniel’s lips thinned in disapproval. “For now. That will do.”

Deke cleared his throat. “Let’s go, man,” he urged Daniel. “The boss is still wearing his piece. I’d hate to see him pull it.”

They went, but not before Daniel shot him a quiet, warning glare.

Ian pinched the bridge of his nose and strode quickly through the foyer to the living room. There, he headed straight to the wet bar and the bottle of Crown Royal he kept for emergencies.

Slamming the glass to the bar, he filled it halfway, brought it to his lips, and swallowed with a desperation born of a hunger he couldn’t explain, even to himself.

Ian snarled, held back the curse sizzling at his lips, and stalked from the room. He knew, knew she was going to be trouble. The moment he saw her, five years before, he had known.

And by God, he was right.


 

 

 

Thirteen

 

 

IAN HIT THE STAIRS, TAKING the steps two at a time, and passed his bodyguards without so much as a word.

He entered the sitting area of his suite and closed the doors with deliberate restraint.

He wanted Kira out of here. He wanted her safe. And now, it was too fucking late for safe. Whether he wanted her here or not, here she was, and he’d be damned if he would fight to keep his hands off her.

Looking around the silent room, darkened and empty, his gaze was drawn to the open balcony doors. Ian moved to them and stepped out into the darkness that filled the night.

Dark, but never alone. The hairs on the back of his neck lifted in primal warning. Hell, he’d been a SEAL long enough to know what it meant. He’d felt it for more than a week now, known he was being watched, and he knew who was watching him.

He let his gaze travel along the hills across from the balcony, mockery twisting his expression.

Where are you, Macey? He could feel Durango team’s tech wizard watching him. One of the few friends Ian had ever allowed himself, a man who now considered Ian a betrayer and the enemy.

He was out there, but so were the others. His former commander, Reno Chavez. His lieutenant commander, Clint McIntyre. The Cajun, Kell Krieger. He and Ian had made lieutenant at the same time. And Lieutenant Junior Grade Mason “Macey” March. He couldn’t keep a rank above junior for the life of him. Macey had problems with authority figures and never failed to lose rank by arguing with superior officers other than his commanders. That and hacking their computers.

They were all out there, and they were all watching him. He could feel the bull’s-eye painted on his chest and at times he wished they would go ahead and take the shot. He would never be the same after this mission. Once trust was destroyed within a team, it wasn’t regained with an apology once the truth was found out.

“Ian?” Kira spoke from the thickly padded chair she sat in against the outside wall.

He had known she was there. He could feel her. Smell her. Just as he could feel his former team members watching from a distance.

At that thought, a frown pulled at his brow as he braced his hands on the balcony railing.

“Who’s your backup team, Kira?” he asked, his voice so soft he knew it went no farther than her ears.

“Daniel.” Her answer was quick, questioning.

The shadowed darkness of the land that rose around them held his gaze. Friends that had faced death with him countless times now watched him as the enemy. Was that why the Chameleon was here as well? He hadn’t confirmed her suspicions that he was there to take Sorrell or Diego down, but somehow she had known.

He turned back to Kira, feeling the tension rise inside him as she watched him silently. She sat, her legs folded beneath her, his shirt wrapped around her as black, silky hair flowed around her like a short cape.

He felt the anger burning in his gut, and the suspicion rising in his mind. Pacing to her, he gripped her arm and pulled her from the chair.

“No one watches you?” he asked as he jerked her close to his chest, feeling her gasp then soften in his arms as he laid his lips at her ear. “I feel them out there, Kira. Who else did you take your suspicions to? Did you pull the team out here with you?”

“No.” She shook her head desperately, but believing her didn’t come as easy as her answer had.

“Don’t lie to me.” He backed her against the wall, feeling the hunger inside him, the arousal and need that clawed at his balls like a trapped animal.

Hunger and anger. Helplessness and rage. Once again he couldn’t protect someone he loved. She refused to let him protect her. Refused to hide and let him face the danger and he couldn’t bear it.

“Ian.” She arched against him. “Would I lie to you?”

“In a fucking heartbeat if you thought you needed to,” he snarled, knowing it, feeling it. “I don’t need you to protect me.”

He clasped her head in his hands, tilted it back and found his gaze focused on her lips. Lips that had been red and swollen in the limo, moist with the essence of his cum and slack with the lust beating inside her.

He dropped his hands to her shoulders and dragged the shirt from her, dropping it to the floor of the balcony.

“I wouldn’t dare try to protect you.” Her head dropped back as his lips pressed to her neck and then opened, his teeth raking, his tongue licking as he grew intoxicated with the taste of her.

“You’re a liar.” He nipped her neck in punishment. “Tell me what you’ve done, Kira. Don’t make me force it out of you. Don’t betray me. Not like this.”

He felt her still in his arms.

“Poor little sailor boy,” she whispered mockingly, her fingers working the buttons of his shirt slowly. “God forbid that anyone should care what happens to you. Should we take out an ad? To whom it may concern? Ian Richards Fuentes is an island unto himself?”

He jerked her hips forward, burying the hard ridge of his shaft against the giving mound of soft flesh between her thighs.

“Don’t push me!” She was up to something, he knew she was. She and that damned team he once fought with. Nosy bastards. They shouldn’t be here. Sorrell had taken out more Special Forces teams than he wanted to think about. They had wives, families. They had no business here.

“I wouldn’t dare push the big bad cartel lord,” she drawled, that soft Georgia accent stroking over his senses and tightening his balls as the last button gave way beneath her fingers. “Why, Ian, what would make you think I’m that brave?”

“Because you’re a hellcat,” he accused her roughly.

“Can I be your hellcat?” Something, a softness, a need in her voice, shredded the last threads of control that held his hunger back.

Lust surged through his system. The defiance that poured from her did something to him. He didn’t want to make her submit, as he should have. Hell no, he wanted to burn inside her fire. He wanted to feel her come apart in his arms and know he controlled it.

Making her submit wasn’t what he needed. Controlling that fire, that burning sexuality and energy, that was the challenge. And the male animal inside him was hard and eager to face her defiance.

“You. Are making a mistake.” He jerked the short skirt of her stretchy dress over her thighs, his hand finding sweet, slick flesh ready for his touch.

“What mistake?” He heard the moan in her voice, the whimper of need.

“Where are they, Kira?” He parted the folds of her pussy. “I don’t have a damned problem letting them watch me fuck you, but you might not like it.”

She arched closer. “Exhibitionism turns me on,” she panted, her fingers working on his belt, the clasp of his pants.

Fuck it. He knew they were there. She knew they were there. And her body was covered. His former team might be able to tell what they were doing, but they wouldn’t see a damned thing. And that was besides the fact he couldn’t have made it back to the room before getting inside her if he had to.

Excitement coursed through Kira as she felt Ian’s fingers caressing the swollen, sensitive folds between her thighs. The rasp of his fingertips, the warmth of them, were driving her crazy. His finger swirled around her clit, dipped and pierced her core.

She held on to him because her knees wouldn’t hold her steady. Her legs were weak, breathing was almost impossible. All she knew was the heat and pleasure of his touch.

And how much she needed it. Ached for it. She didn’t give a damn who was watching, though she knew Durango team, knew there was only one of that crew that she had to worry about actually keeping his eyes on them at the moment.

Right now, nothing mattered but easing the pain she could feel coursing through Ian. She heard it in his voice, felt it in his touch. Something had happened with Diego Fuentes that had torn inside him with the force of a dull knife and left a ragged, aching wound.

“I need you,” he bit out as she released the straining length of his erection.

“I’m here,” she whispered breathlessly. “Right here.”

Two fingers pressed inside her pussy, stretched her, opened her for him, and she couldn’t help but tremble, but whimper for his touch.

He was her weakness. She had known it a year ago and she knew it now. His touch made a lie of a decade of sexual certainty. His kiss reminded her that she was a woman, a woman who was created to submit to her man. And Ian was her man.

“Come here, kitten,” he groaned, his arm reaching beneath her rear and lifting her close.

He was fierce, uncontrolled. She was shaking and out of control. Her legs wrapped around his hips and her cry pierced the night as he began working his cock inside her.

“Oh God. Ian.” She arched back into the wall, her nails biting into his shoulders as she pressed her hands beneath his shirt.

“You’re tight, Kira,” he groaned at her ear, his teeth catching the lobe to nibble at it erotically. “Tight and hot and so sweet.”

She felt his knees bend, his hold tighten on her. A second later a fractured cry tore from her lips as he thrust farther inside her, deeper, harder.

The impalement stole her breath from the pleasure and the pain. She writhed on his erection, trying to work it deeper, loving the burning pleasure, that edge of pain that she had never imagined could be so damned erotic.

She could feel every bulge of vein, every hard throb of pulsing blood. The way his ass clenched beneath her heels, the way his back tightened as he worked deeper, and it only made her hotter, wetter. It only made her crave him more.

“Are they watching, Kira?” His voice was tormented as he stilled inside her, and buried his face against her neck. “Where are they?”

She heard the torment in his voice. They were his friends. Friends who he believed thought he had betrayed them. Friends he would have willingly given his life for.

“I don’t know,” she panted out breathlessly. She didn’t know, not for sure. She suspected. She assumed. But she didn’t know, and it was best that way.

His hold tightened on her as he half-lifted her and stumbled to the door.

“Ian?”

“Goddamn you, you’re mine!” His voice raged with possessiveness, the tone, his hold, sending a piercing shaft of aching desperation through her soul. He sounded as though he meant it. “I’ll be damned if they need to watch this.”

He turned to the wall within the room, pressed her to it, and began to thrust.

His cock pounded inside her, he took her ruthlessly, thrusting, penetrating, groaning her name as she watched the stars explode in front of her vision as she tightened around him.

“Ah God. Yes, baby. Come around me,” he groaned. “Let me feel it. Every ripple . . .” His head fell back, his breath heaving through his chest as his hands clenched on her ass.

Kira couldn’t think. She couldn’t plot a next move. She was lost in the pleasure, coming apart and wondering why the hell he was holding back.

“Easy, kitten,” he soothed as she shuddered against him. He was moving again, stumbling, until seconds later her back met the sofa and he was pulling free of her grip with a shattered groan.

It was only then that she realized he hadn’t donned a condom. And she hadn’t considered it. Hadn’t thought about it.

“Ian.” She tightened her ankles on his back. “I’m protected.”

He stilled, only the thick head of his cock remaining inside her as she watched his jaw bunch.

“Protected?”

“Birth control.” She swallowed tightly. “I’m protected, Ian. Don’t leave me.”

He shook his head, his hands clenching on her hips as she felt his cock throb imperatively.

“I haven’t fucked without a condom since I was a kid,” he groaned, but she heard the need, the hunger in his voice.

“Neither have I, Ian.” She blinked back the sudden moisture that wanted to fill her eyes. “I want to feel you. All of you . . . Ian!” She screamed his name as he plunged inside her again. Sweat dripped from his forehead, perspiration covered her body, soaking them both, as she felt the ecstasy consume her again.

Surely she couldn’t orgasm again so soon? Surely he didn’t have such a hold on her?

But as she heard his harsh groan, felt the first spurt of semen fill her, she exploded again. Arching in his arms, shaking, shuddering, she gave what she had never given before, and accepted something she had never accepted before. She gave herself, and she took all of the man in her arms.

It should have been frightening. It should have terrified her, knowing what she had just opened herself to. Instead, it felt right.

When he collapsed over her, the deep shudders racking his body, matching hers, she could do nothing but hold on to him and let her tears mingle with their combined perspiration. What the hell would she do now, if she lost him?

 

IAN KNEW TEARS WHEN HE saw them. He knew the jerk and shudder of a woman’s body when she held back her sobs. He’d known those signs for the better part of his life, but he hadn’t thought he would ever see them in Kira.

He carried her to their bed, tucked her in, and got in beside her before pulling her into his arms.

He felt her fingers clench at his arm, felt her slender, lithe body as it tried to sink into his. And he had seen her eyes. In the dim light of the room he had seen the shattered realization in her gaze before she could hide it.

She was a trained operative, but she had never gone into an assignment quite like this one, against a man that her heart was involved with. The Chameleon didn’t get involved. That agent couldn’t be tempted, couldn’t be bribed, and not just because no one knew if it was a he, a she, or a figment of someone’s imagination. But because whoever, whatever it was, the Chameleon was ice. Unaffected. Unsympathetic to the enemy.

He smoothed her hair back from her face, realizing he didn’t want the truth of why she was here, with him, in his bed. A part of him just didn’t want to know if she was there to betray him. But he suspected it. There was guilt in his lover’s eyes, and it stabbed at his heart.

“You make me forget,” she finally whispered, causing him to still against her.

“Forget what?” he asked

“Who I am.”

His lips quirked at her reply. “You’re Kira.”

“I’m more than just Kira,” she whispered.

She was the Chameleon. The woman and the agent were struggling now, he had seen it in her eyes, he felt it in her responses to him. He had avoided it each time he had seen her, each time he had held her since she had come back into his life.

“Right here, there’s no room for anyone but Kira,” he warned her, careful to keep his voice low, to keep her close. “Don’t make that mistake. Don’t bring something else into this relationship.”

She was silent for long moments.

“It’s who I am,” she finally whispered.

Ian ran his hands over her hair before pulling her head back and staring into her eyes.

“We both know better than that.” He wouldn’t let her believe otherwise. He couldn’t. Not here. Not now. He was not going to face the Chameleon.

Ian watched as she licked her lips nervously, the way her gaze darkened with feminine uncertainty. At that moment he realized, he knew. Yeah, she had a mission. The Chameleon had been sent to him. But it was the woman he was dealing with. It was his woman.

He couldn’t lie to himself any longer. Kira was here for more than a fun time in the sack, or to cover his back. She was a contract agent, the Chameleon, and he could see the battle waging in those beautiful eyes. She was there for much more than the man the woman was claiming. The agent was also there. And it was the agent’s agenda he needed to know.


 

 

 

Fourteen

 

 

SLENDER TENDRILS OF LIGHT STREAKED across the sky as the sun began to rise over the horizon. The faint light eased the darkness that filled the bedroom and allowed Kira to ease up in the bed and stare into Ian’s sleeping face.

She had known the moment he slipped into sleep, just as she knew that the slightest movement by her now would awaken him. And how she longed to move, to touch his face, to ease the lines of strain from his brow.

He had sold his soul to his father for his friends’ lives. For Nathan, for Kell’s lover, for the men he fought with, for a single chance to break the hold Diego Fuentes seemed to have with anyone he connected himself to, and she knew it. There was no other reason that he would risk his soul this way.

Diego was a master manipulator. She had read the secret file the director of the DHS held on him. The games the bastard had played with the DEA, the ATF, and a dozen other agencies would have been laughable were it not for the fact that he invariably won and the agreement he had with DHS protected him if he didn’t. Dirty bastard. Diego knew their weakness just as well as he had known Ian’s and he used it. Like a chess player laying out his pawns and moving them with insidious control throughout his little world.

And Ian was his favorite. His knight. His source of pride. His only son. And he was using him with an efficiency that bespoke his joy in this particular game. He was thwarting Sorrell, playing the U.S. law enforcement and drug agencies, and holding his son in front of them all like a dog’s favorite bone.

Kira closed her eyes at the thought. He was a stronger man than any she had known. Other men would have broken under the pressure by now, or given in. The fear that Ian would turn rogue kept the Homeland Security director up at night, she knew.

It was a heady drug, the power Ian wielded now. It wouldn’t be easy for any man to walk away from. And if he didn’t walk away from it, it would destroy a part of her.

She fought the hitch in her breath, the emotions that boiled inside her, seared her soul. She couldn’t escape the emotions. They wouldn’t let her go. They wouldn’t ease. Everything inside her drew her to Ian, and had been doing so for years. But now, there was a part of herself that she didn’t recognize anymore. A part of herself she hadn’t realized existed until that night in Atlanta. A woman who loved.

“Stop staring at me like that,” Ian ordered her, his voice its normal roughness. Sleep hadn’t made it huskier or deeper.

“How long have you been awake?” She smiled as his eyes opened, thick dark blond lashes shielding the inner depths as he stared back at her.

“Long enough to figure a few things out.” His hand moved beneath the sheet, sliding over her outer thigh to her hip as she felt her heart jump at the suspicion in his voice.

“What did you figure out?”

“That you’re not here just for me.” His lips twisted mockingly. “What are you here for?”

Kira drew back slowly. Sliding the sheet from her naked body, she started to leave the bed, only to find herself held in place by strong fingers that wrapped around her upper arm.

The problem was, no matter her orders, she was here for him. Nothing else.

She turned back to look at him, wondering if she had really portrayed such a cold, bleak image that he couldn’t imagine her caring enough about him to follow him. To help him.

“Maybe I’m here for myself,” she retorted, tugging at her arm.

That was the truth. She was here to assure herself he lived, that his soul survived, that he didn’t do something he would regret for the rest of his life. Fuck DHS and their objectives and agendas. She wasn’t there to keep Diego Fuentes alive, she was there to make certain the wicked amusement that had once gleamed in his eyes returned. She was there to share that amusement. And that was the part of herself she was so unfamiliar with. The part that needed to see more than just the cold, hard drug cartel lord. She needed to see the man again. And she needed to love him, just as she loved him now. All of him.

“I hate a liar.” He sighed, his eyes narrowing on her as he tugged at her arm, dragging her back to the middle of the bed with him. “I’ve been giving this a lot of thought, Kira. You couldn’t have had the information you did to be in that warehouse last week without help. Where did you get it?”

She rolled her eyes before leaning toward him, allowing her hair to cascade over the side of her face and enclose them in a partial curtain of darkness. No lies. No games. Just the two of them, the truth, and her silent promise to protect him.

“Martin Missern’s soldiers like to party,” she whispered suggestively. “Ricardo Desoto likes to talk when he gets drunk. He talked.”

Desoto was one of Missern’s personal soldiers within his main security force. Tall, suave, a Latin charmer with all the sophistication of an alligator on the prowl.

“And you were there?” Something angry flashed in his eyes as he tugged her close, his other hand gripping her neck and holding her in place, her breasts pressing into the tense, muscled forearm.

“She was there, Ian.” The Chameleon.

Kira let her lashes drift partially closed, her voice lower sensually. “I poured his rum, smiled nice and sweet, and ran my nails down his arm as he told me everything he knew. Everything. Even Martin and Josef Missern’s propensity to take Sorrell’s rejects as lovers before disposing of them very quietly.” Her teeth clenched as she drew in an angry breath. “And Sorrell’s suggestion to them that Diego Fuentes would be much easier to handle if you were no longer a part of his little world.”

Ian’s lips tightened, though he released her, slowly, before rolling to the edge of the bed and sitting up. Her hands gripped his forearm, frustration eating at her that he could contain her so easily. They both knew he could shake her off like an irritating gnat if he chose.

He didn’t. He stilled, his back tightening, as she inched closer, pressing her nipples against the smooth flesh and laying her lips at his ear. She could feel the sexual tension rising inside him then, as it always did when they touched, when they challenged each other.

“You want answers, Ian? You want to know why I’m here? Tell me, why did you slip into my bedroom in Atlanta? Why did you hold me down in my bed and let me glimpse heaven without the satisfaction of touching it? Did the big bad SEAL get scared of the little woman?”

She slid her arms over his shoulders and he reached up to grip her wrists.

“You want me,” she reminded him. “And you hate it. Don’t you, Ian?”

She knew he did. She had glimpsed that in Atlanta. His anger, the irritation and frustration in his expression each time they were around each other. The knowledge of it still held the power to hurt her. It twisted inside her and tugged stingingly at her emotions. Which she thought was totally not fair. After all, if he had to affect her so severely, why couldn’t she affect him in the same way?

“You’re a complication.” He unwrapped her arms and rose to his feet, naked, aroused. “Nothing more.”

She sat on her knees on the bed, watching him in the dim light of the rising sun as he turned and glanced at her over his shoulder.

“I’m heading to the shower,” he said. “I’ll meet with Deke in the sitting room while you get dressed. We need to talk before heading down to breakfast.”

“About what?” Rising to her feet, Kira paced over to the robe that a helpful maid must have left lying over the cushioned chair at the bottom of the bed. Shrugging it on, she belted it before glaring back at him.

“Your role in this little debacle of an operation,” he grunted in disgust. “I still can’t believe I was stupid enough to be played so easily by Missern.” His narrow-eyed glance of irritation wasn’t lost on her.

“Oh yes, this is going to be such a hardship for you.” Her smile was all teeth. He better watch out, because she knew how to bite too. “Why didn’t you just ignore him, Ian? Martin may have almost gotten the first hit in, but I promise you, I would have gotten in the last.”

She knew how to deal with bastards like Missern. It was men like Ian she had always had problems with.

“I should have ignored it.” He shrugged, turning from her again. “As you stated, you know how to take care of yourself. But the damage has already been done.”

He gave her his back and strode off, naked and buff and so male she would have creamed her nonexistent panties if she weren’t so damned pissed off.

“The damage has already been done?” She rushed for the bathroom door, then turned, mortification flaming across her face as she saw him poised at the toilet. “Jeez, Ian.”

She heard his smug chuckle a second before the door slammed at her back. Then the snick of the lock. The son of a bitch.

“You are so wrong!” she gritted out after the sound of the toilet flushing.

Not that he paid any attention to her. The sound of the shower finally came through the doors, causing her to pace away from the bathroom door to the closed balcony doors. She pulled them open, stepped out to the balcony, and proceeded to the doors that led to the room Daniel was staying in.

She paused outside the glass doors, peeked in, and caught Daniel’s eye where he was sitting in a chair lacing his boots. Glancing to the door of the bedroom, he rose quickly, jerked his shirt from the back of the chair, and shrugged it over his shoulders before opening the door and going out to the balcony.

As the door closed behind him, Kira was in his face, hissing. “Is Durango team on the island?”

Daniel’s eyes narrowed, his hand moving to button his shirt lazily as he stared down at her.

“How would I know?” he asked coolly.

Oh hell yes, he knew. She recognized that look on his face and that tone of voice.

“How long have they been here? And before you step over the line and lie to me, I’d remember who signs your paycheck, Mr. Calloway.”

She was furious at the thought that Daniel would go behind her back and contact the team. She was even angrier to realize that he would have had to go behind her back to find out enough about this operation to think they were needed.

He blew out a hard breath. “I don’t lie to you, Kira, so can the ‘Mr. Calloway’ crap and the threats. I suspect they’re here, but I don’t know where, and I’m not bothering to find out. Extra security wouldn’t hurt any of us.”

“You suspected and you didn’t tell me?” She glanced quickly back to the room she shared with Ian. “He knows they’re here, Daniel. And if they’re here, there’s only one reason for it. To take him out.”

“Has he gone rogue?” The question was a legitimate one, she knew.

“Hell no, he hasn’t gone rogue, nor is he a traitor. Ian doesn’t have a rogue bone in his body and you know it. But that’s not the point. The point is, he can’t afford even the slightest hint that he isn’t rogue. What the hell are they thinking to come in here like this?” She kept her voice low, so low that she knew Daniel was reading lips more than actually hearing the words. “Do you think DHS isn’t covering his ass? I knew it when they sent me in to protect Diego. They won’t admit it, but trust me, Daniel, Ian is sanctioned.”

“Have you seen them?” he asked her carefully.

She shot her bodyguard an irritated glare. “You know better than that.”

“Has he?”

She shook her head quickly.

“Then don’t worry about them. If they’re here, they’re here for their own reasons. Let’s see what happens.”

And he had still kept from saying, one way or the other, if he was in any way involved in their arrival.

“Warn them.” Her smile was icy. “To make damned sure they don’t put him in harm’s way. Damned sure, Daniel. Or a lot of heads are going to roll. Do you understand me?” His would be one of them. “Anything happens to Ian, and I swear to you, as God is my witness, they’ll pay for it.”

His lips quirked, and in that flash of amusement she could almost see why his wife thought so much of him. Almost. Right now she was too damned mad to make the effort.

“You’re like a lioness protecting a cub.” He folded his arms over his chest as he leaned against the balustrade of the railing. “He’s a fully grown male, Kira, he can take care of himself.”

“That’s not the point.”

“It’s very much the point. Keep trying to protect and control him, and he’ll turn on you.”

She stared back up at him in shock. “I’m doing no such thing.”

For a moment, his expression was hesitant, then it smoothed out and became determined, assured.

“Yes, you are. And he won’t like it. He’s pissed you’re in this to begin with. He believes it’s his job to protect you. To keep you out of harm’s way. This isn’t a man who can accept the danger you live with. Remember that. Ian will always believe it’s his duty to stand in the line of fire and your duty to patch up the wounds whether you like it or not.”

And she didn’t like it, not in the least, but she had a feeling Daniel was right. Ian wasn’t very accepting at all of the fact that Martin Missern had attempted to do no more than strike her the night before. Hell, she had taken worse than that on a New York City street by a would-be mugger.

Her lips pressed together firmly as she crossed her arms over her breasts and stared at the wooden floor of the balcony before lifting her head and giving him her lips to read as she whispered. “If you know where they are, you better warn them. He knows they’re here.”

And he knew. He hadn’t outright lied to her, but she knew him well enough to know he would continue the evasive double-talk to protect that knowledge.

He nodded slowly before asking in a soft voice, “What are you going to do when he sends me packing, Kira?”

“Accept it.” Ian’s voice was throttled with fury.

Kira whirled around, staring back at his shirtless body framed in the balcony entrance, his dark eyes lit with burgundy depths, his expression tight, controlled.

“Daniel isn’t going anywhere,” she informed him as he stepped out, pacing closer to them, dressed in nothing more than white slacks and anger.

Muscle rippled beneath dark flesh, flexing powerfully as he stepped closer to her, his gaze hard.

“He leaves today or you risk his life,” he informed her coldly. “There are no neutral parties here, Kira. Do you understand me?”

“Daniel’s loyal to me, Ian,” she snapped. “This is not negotiable.”

“You made it negotiable when you stuck your nose in my business,” he growled, his eyes going to Daniel. “I want you to leave.”

“Ian—”

“No, Kira, he’s right.” Daniel laid his hand on her arm, his expression suddenly somber. “Your loyalty might not be questioned, but mine will be. I won’t be accepted here.”

It wasn’t the first time she had been forced to work without her bodyguard, it wouldn’t be the last, but that didn’t mean she had to like it.

“He would be an asset here, Ian,” she gritted out.

He shook his head slowly, his gaze coming back to hers, his eyes cold. “He would be a witness. Those aren’t tolerated. Do you understand me?”

And she did understand. The servant that had been killed in the Fuentes household that week, her body buried, forever out of sight, reminded her of it. Diego Fuentes had killed a child because she had betrayed Ian, and ordered the death of another. One whom Ian had had slipped quietly off the island and to the States. One had betrayed, the other had been a witness and a danger to the Fuentes cartel that Ian knew would never survive on her own.

Tracking the rumor of the death and learning the events behind it hadn’t been easy. Ian covered his tracks too damned well. And he was covering Diego’s just as well now.

 

SHE FELT HER HEART RACE in her chest, a chill chasing up her spine as she searched his eyes and fought against the truth of the life he was facing.

“I’ll return to the villa,” Daniel said softly. “You can reach me at any time on the secure cell if you need me.” His hand gripped her shoulder as she stared up at Ian, barely feeling his comforting touch. “I’ll let Jase know you’re okay.”

“Keep him away from here, Daniel.” Ian jerked his gaze back to the bodyguards. “Far away from here. And while you’re at it, keep any other friends or alliances you might have out of my sight. I don’t have time to separate suspected enemies from true enemies. And I have all the friends I need right now.”

With that, he reached out, gripped Kira’s arm, and jerked her to him, away from Daniel’s touch. She bounced against his chest, pressing her hands against the solid wall of muscle as she stared up at him in surprise.

“No other man touches you.” The muscle in his jaw flexed in fury. “As long as you sleep in my bed, you belong to me.”

Possessiveness sizzled in his voice, shocking her even more than the move to jerk her to him had. Shocked her, and strangely, aroused her.

The research she had on him hadn’t indicated a possessive nature with women. He rarely had close relationships, and chose his lovers with finicky precision for their submissiveness and lack of possessive tendencies.

Her head jerked around and she stared back at Daniel. He stood silently, watching them, his gaze narrowed thoughtfully.

“Tell him to leave, Kira.” Ian was adamant.

She breathed out heavily. “Go back to the villa,” she told Daniel. “I’ll be okay.”

“Get out of Aruba,” Ian ordered.

“Ian, that’s not necessary,” she hissed.

“Disappear, Daniel.” He ignored her protest. “Do you understand me?”

The threat in his tone was clear. Shocking.

“Ian—”

“You chose me.” Ice formed in his voice and in his expression. “You chose to side with me. That choice comes with a price, Kira. I won’t accept more innocent blood on my hands than I have to. Do you understand me?” His eyes moved back to Daniel.

Daniel nodded slowly as he flashed Kira a warning look. “I understand, Ian.”

“This is insane. No one will believe he just deserted me.” She whirled on Ian furiously. “You can’t just order him away like this. What about backup?”

“Do you want him dead?” Ian snarled. “Stop arguing with me, Kira. Here and now. Because as God is my witness your life just might well depend on it. There’s no backup here for a reason. Do you understand me? It’s too fucking dangerous.”

He didn’t give her a chance to protest further. Gripping her arm tighter he pulled her back into his bedroom, only releasing her when the door closed behind them so he could turn back to secure it.

As he turned back to her, her lips opened to argue, to blast him for the high-handed decisions he was making. Before the sound could emerge he had his hand over her lips and his head next to hers.

“Listen to me.” His voice was a furious hiss at her ear. “Seven days ago a nineteen-year-old child was murdered in front of my eyes because she was deemed a threat to me. A bullet right through her fucking head, Kira.” Agonized fury echoed in the lowered tone. “Do you want him to die? Do you want to die?”

His fingers curled in her hair, pulling her head back, his gaze blazing into hers as she stared back at him in bitter awareness of what his life had become.

“Don’t make me force you to disappear.” One hand framed her jaw as his expression twisted in grief. “God, please, Kira, don’t make me do that.”

His lips covered hers before she could speak. His hand tightened on her jaw, holding her in place as his lips forced hers open, his tongue thrusting into her mouth as his lips slanted over hers.

Moving his hand from her jaw, his arm wrapped around her hips and jerked her to him, notching his cloth-covered erection into the vee of her thighs as her arms wrapped around his neck, her fingers spearing into his damp hair.

The hell he lived in tormented her. The blood he couldn’t escape filled her nightmares as did the knowledge that it was his father that had forced him into it.

“Don’t think,” he bit out, tearing her robe from her shoulders, pushing it from her arms and cupping the tight, swollen mounds of her breasts. “Don’t think. Don’t protest, Kira. Just let me have you. Right here. Right now.”

How could she do anything less? Her head tipped back, a cry spilling from her lips as his lips descended to a tight peak and drew it into his mouth.

Instant wet heat spiked around the bunched nerve endings of her nipple. His teeth scraped over them, lighting fires that flashed to her womb, clenching it and spilling the silken wetness of her response from her vagina. And she could do nothing but hold on to him. His touch, the feel of his lips on her breast, one arm holding her close, his fingers pulling at her hair, holding her head back. And between her thighs she could feel his cock throbbing beneath the thin cotton slacks, ready, engorged.

“Ian, this is crazy.” Crazy because she couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think in his arms. And she loved it rather than hating it as she should. She ached for more. Ached for the world to recede, the knowledge of blood and death to be wiped away by a passion that burned like wildfire between them.

“No, this is crazy.” He released her as quickly as he had dragged her into his arms, his eyes heavy-lidded, lust burning in them as he quickly stepped away from her. “Get your shower!”

The abrupt order had her staring back at him in confusion. “My shower?”

The look he gave her was filled with irritation and lust.

“Diego is waiting on us downstairs and I have a meeting on the other side of the island in less than three hours. That gives you approximately thirty minutes to shower and dress.”

“Plenty of time.” She waved the time constraint away with a smug smile as she lashed out with her other hand, gripped the band of his pants, and tried to pull him to her. Or rather, pull herself to him, because he wasn’t moving. But as she gripped the band, her fingers flicked the button loose and the other hand gripped his zipper and slid it down. “Gotcha, babe.” Her hand slid into his pants, her fingers curling around the broad, thick length of an erection so damned hard it could be iron. Living iron. Pulsing in her hand and sending a surge of hunger through her so strong it weakened her knees.

The feel of him in her hands, heavy veins pulsing beneath steel-hard flesh, his whisky eyes darkening, heating, was more powerful than any aphrodisiac.

His hand latched around her wrist, holding her stroking hand still.

“I won’t be easy. And I won’t be slow.” A dark flush mantled his cheekbones as his eyes narrowed.

“Did I ask for easy? Or slow?”

He jerked her around, pulling a gasp from her lips as she found herself bent over the arm of the nearby chair, her arms pressed out in front of her, his hands gripping her wrists as she felt the first press of his cock against the swollen, sensitive tissue of her pussy.

“It’s a good thing you don’t want easy,” he growled.

The first thrust buried him halfway inside her, stretched her, sent waves of burning pleasure racing up her spine.

“Do you want easy now, Kira?” His voice was a harsh, low snarl at her ear as he pulled back.

“No.” She shook her head desperately, then cried out, her back arching as he buried in fully, fiery agonizing ecstasy racing through her pussy.

She felt his legs bracketing hers, bending as he pulled his hips back, his hard shaft sliding sensually, slowly, from the desperate grip her pussy had on him.

“You want more, Kira?”

She felt the muscles of his thighs bunch, felt his hands slide from her wrists to her hips.

“More. Always . . .” Her head fell forward as a scream of agonizing pleasure poured from her lips.

He slammed forward. No easy. He plunged inside her in one hard lunge, aided by the incredibly slick juices that poured from her. His thick flesh slid to the very depths of her, but the impalement parted tight muscles, stroked incredibly sensitive nerve endings, and sent fiery strokes of pleasure ripping through her, over her.

“Ian, oh God, what you do to me.” She panted for breath as he withdrew once again. She screamed as he slammed forward again.

It was too good. So good. Especially when he paused, his cock throbbing inside her, his thighs holding hers steady, his hands tightening almost bruisingly on her hips.

“Do to you?” He held himself inside her as her muscles rippled around him, throbbing inside her, making her crazy with the flexing, heavy weight. “You destroy my control.”

He drew back, his cock dragging through the sensitive tissue as a hard groan echoed behind her.

“What’s control?” She shivered, then shuddered as he retreated.

She knew what was coming. She tried to prepare herself for it. Her fingers clenched in the cushion of the chair, tightening as he pressed her into the opposite arm. But it wasn’t enough. He drove inside her, and she came within a breath of fracturing.

Because he didn’t stop. The hard, furious thrusts stroked and impaled, penetrated and stretched her, in half a dozen hard plunges that sent her screaming into orgasm. She clamped down on his cock, felt her release rush through her, pumping through her veins, through her mind with a detonated force that had to rival a nuclear explosion.

Behind her, Ian snarled, groaned, then jerked from her grip and a second later spilled his release against the small of her back.

He collapsed over her, the hard ridge of his cock trapped between them as his hips jerked, stroking it between their combined flesh as she shuddered in the final throes of pleasure. It was only then she realized that he hadn’t used a condom.

It wasn’t the first time she had been taken hard, or fast. But God help her if it wasn’t the first time it had blown her mind.

Ian’s hand, callused and rough, dragged her hair back over her shoulder as his lips pressed against the curve of her arm. Hard breaths rippled over her flesh as he held her close, the now damp length of his cock still throbbing between them.

“You have twenty minutes to shower.” His voice was guttural, almost angry despite his harsh breaths, his caressing lips. “And by God, you better not be late.”

He pulled away from her as she straightened, turning and leaning against the chair, and she watched him fix his slacks. Within seconds, other than a sheen of sweat on his broad shoulders, he was perfectly collected, while her legs felt like spaghetti and her mind was mush.

“Eighteen minutes.” His voice was hard, his eyes were blazing with emotions. Anger and remnants of arousal.

“Eighteen minutes.” She tensed her legs and forced herself to move away from him. “I’ll be ready in ten.”
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SHE WAS READY IN TEN. Ian watched as she strolled out of the bathroom dressed in white figure-skimming casual pants and a creamy sleeveless blouse.

Her long black hair was mostly dry and fell around her shoulders and down her back in a cascade of rough silk. Lightly tanned flesh contrasted with the white fabric, and those sexy-as-hell legs looked longer with the should-be-illegal white fuck-me pumps she wore with the outfit. She paced over to the walk-in closet where the maid had unpacked her luggage, disappeared inside then returned with a small, matching leather clutch.

She looked like a fallen angel.

Even after the rough treatment he had given her minutes before, bending her over the chair, fucking her like the animal he sometimes felt he was, she still managed to flash him a teasing smile.

After choosing her clothes, Ian had changed his own slacks. He wore navy now with a loose gray finely threaded cotton shirt that hung over the casual pants. He wore boots today. Not combat boots—damn, he missed those—but comfortable, well-made leather boots that would be easier to fight in if the meeting he was heading to took a nosedive.

A meeting he was going to have to take Kira to. His gaze checked out her outfit again as his back teeth clenched in fury. She had to appear harmless, though he knew for a fact she was anything but.

He moved to the locked dresser drawer where he kept a few smaller weapons, pulled free a backup handgun and several fully loaded clips before relocking the drawer and turning to her.

“Pack these.” He handed her the weapon and ammo.

Without comment she took them, tucked them into her purse, and stared back at him with a glimmer of amusement in her blue-ringed gray eyes.

“I had my own weapons,” she told him. “What did you do with them?”

“Daniel has them.” He tucked his hands in his pants and let his gaze skim over her again. “Those heels are going to be a hell of a handicap if one of these meetings goes sour.”

“My heels weren’t a handicap in Russia,” she reminded him softly. “And if anyone is going to believe I’m a helpless little female, then the look has to be right. Dress me any other way, and they’ll be on guard.”

And she was right. She couldn’t be seen as anything less than all woman. A trophy. Nothing more.

He nodded slowly. “I’m meeting with Josef Missern. After the assassin that followed him to the buy and last night’s confrontation, he’s offered me a hell of a deal to make up for any misunderstandings. We’ll be meeting with him to iron out the details and see what he has.”

“I should follow behind,” she told him.

Ian watched the frown that pulled at her brow as she began to consider the drawbacks to the meeting.

He continued, “We’re meeting on the southeast coast of the island. The terrain is flatter and easier to do a flyover. We’ll come in on the ground after Trevor takes the copter over it. We’ll be in two vehicles. You and I will be with Deke, and Mendez and Cristo will be in the other vehicle. Missern will be meeting with us in the limo rather than in the open. I’ll see what he has and then we’ll leave.”

“Why not teleconference? It would be safer.”

“But harder for me to detect facial and body language,” he told her. “Missern knows I’m pissed and he’s trying to smooth things over before I retaliate against him. Let’s see how determined he is to stay alive.”

He watched her closely, gauging her reaction to the mention of his retaliation against the arms buyers. There was none; she nodded slowly as though considering the options.

“When we leave there, I’ll be meeting with the men that transport Fuentes drugs from the Colombian ports to American waters. You’ll stay with Trevor and Cristo while I talk to them. You won’t be a part of that meeting.”

Her head snapped up as her eyes glittered in protest.

“Wouldn’t you consider that a mistake?” She questioned him with an undertone of the commanding force he knew she was capable of.

“No, I consider you being at that meeting very ill-advised. As my lover, your influential position in American society as well as your recognizable name would be a hazard.”

Her lips tightened.

“Why didn’t you come in disguise?” he asked her. “Why risk yourself like this?”

“You’re not in disguise,” she finally answered, her voice low. “We do this together, as who and what we are, Ian. And I don’t ever want to hear another name from your lips while you’re taking me. No matter the circumstances.”

Damn her. He hadn’t expected that, and he hadn’t expected the sharp tug of response that pulled at his chest either.

“Not using a disguise was stupid.” Anger built inside him. Dammit, he hadn’t had a problem with control, with the things he had to do, until her. Now, the anger was rising inside him, making him a danger to her if he didn’t find a way to contain and control it. “Do you have any idea the risk to yourself and your reputation?”

“Temporary.” She waved it away. “When it’s over both our reputations will recover.”

Irritation flashed through him, emotion wore at his control. She was too confident, too certain of her abilities. It terrified him.

It made him hard.

He stared at her for long moments, trying to understand the effect she had on him, the strength he saw in her. What could have produced a woman so incredibly feminine and yet so strong? In all the years he had come into contact with her she had been protecting rather than protected, and despite her uncle’s insistence on a bodyguard, she was fully capable of defending herself.

She made him crazy, and he was smart enough to know that part of the craziness was based on the fact that he was at heart as chauvinistic as they came. He wanted to protect her. He wanted to shield her. And she was having nothing to do with it. It was playing hell on his control and drawing him close enough to her that he could feel the risk to his own soul.

If something happened to her— He cut the thought, pushed it away and turned quickly from her.

“Let’s go. Diego is waiting downstairs for us and then we have to head for that meeting.”

No emotion, he reminded himself. If he kept his emotions buried then he could watch her enter the life he was forced to live and hopefully survive it.

Hell. Who the fuck was he kidding? She was shredding his control to the point that the night before he had allowed himself to be drawn into a confrontation with Diego and now he was bending Kira over a damned chair and taking her like an out-of-control bastard.

Hell, he hadn’t even kissed her first.

As he escorted her from the room, something had him allowing her to move abreast of him, his hand lying naturally at the small of her back. Just to touch her. Guilt was eating him alive, curling in his gut and burning in his chest.

The memory of her bent over that chair, taking him, taking the mix of arousal, jealous anger, and furious concern she caused in him, had his teeth clenching again. He was going to end up wearing his molars down within days because gritting his teeth was the only option at this point.

He couldn’t have her kidnapped and held for her own safety. He’d already broached that option with his boss at DHS during his latest secured contact. She was there to stay, he had been informed. Whether or not he put her covert talents to work was up to him, but he couldn’t have her taken out of the game, and he couldn’t force her out of it.

She was determined to be a part of this and he still couldn’t figure out why. Unless she was working with Durango team.

They moved down the steps and headed through the foyer to the breakfast room. He was taking his lover to meet the monster he called his father and he was supposed to do it with a measure of control. He wasn’t supposed to be gritting his teeth in arousal and irritation and fighting a hard-on he shouldn’t have because his lover was the most self-assured, psychologically strong woman he had ever known in his entire misbegotten life.

As they neared the breakfast room, the houseman opened the double doors, standing back expressionlessly as Ian escorted Kira into the room.

He forced himself to relax, though his hand slid caressingly over Kira’s hip, clenching on the curve in regret at the necessity of releasing her and a second later praying Diego hadn’t noticed.

“Ian! My son.” Diego came to his feet as they stepped into the room, a wide smile creasing his swarthy face, his black eyes gleeful as Ian pulled a chair out for Kira at the small glass-topped table before taking his own across from Diego.

“Good morning, Diego,” he greeted the other man as he waved the timid maid forward to pour their coffee.

All the household help had been changed, but the rumors about Liss’s death had made its rounds. They were all silent, wary.

“You did not properly introduce me to our guest, Ian.” Discomfort colored Diego’s voice, and sweet merciful Jesus, hurt feelings. A monster with feelings that could be hurt. That oxymoron was terrifying.

“Excuse me, Diego.” He forced a sheepish smile to his face. “I find myself a bit nervous.”

“Nervous, Ian?” Diego blinked back at him in surprise, his gaze softening as he swallowed the impression of Ian’s discomfort.

Kira sat back in her chair and smirked as though she were enjoying the sight of Ian’s discomfort.

“Kira.” Ian cleared his throat. “Allow me to introduce my father.” The word tore through his soul with a lash of fury so potent it nearly strangled him as Diego’s eyes seemed to dampen. “Diego Fuentes. Diego, Miss Kira Porter.”

“Ms. Porter.” Pleasure transformed Diego’s expression, rippling over it with a tight, hard spasm as he reached for Kira’s hand. “It is a pleasure to know my son has managed to capture the interest of such a discriminating and beautiful young woman.”

“Mr. Fuentes, I can see where Ian has come by his charm.” Kira allowed Diego to hold her hand for only the briefest second before sliding it free and tucking it into her lap.

She stared back at the drug lord with a hint of reserve and wariness. There was no open friendliness. She wasn’t hiding the fact that she was very well aware of who and what he was.

“Ah, she is a smart one as well, eh, my son?” Diego grinned as though he were a proud parent. It was enough to make a SEAL’s spine crawl in horror.

“She is at that, Diego.” He nodded to Kira as though in indulged amusement.

Diego took his chair once again, waved the maid to his coffee cup, and waited until she filled his cup.

“What would you like for breakfast, my dear?” Diego asked her. “We have a nice selection of fruits. Though our Ian does prefer his protein.” He waved his hand to the buffet that sat along the wall.

“I like a bit of each.” Kira eyed the buffet with hungry longing. “It’s a good thing I have a high metabolism.” Mocking amusement lit her expression and her eyes as she nodded to the maid who waited patiently. “The eggs, bacon, and one of those luscious-looking biscuits. I’ll tackle the fruit after.”

Diego’s brows lifted at her request, even as she brought the strong, unsweetened coffee to her lips and sipped at it with enjoyment.

“Ah, a woman with an appetite,” Diego murmured. “I believe the American magazine Society described you as ‘today’s woman.’ One whose appetites clearly express the hungers of the modern woman.”

Ian had read that article, and laughed. The society image was definitely not the true Kira Porter.

“Society insisted on discussing my eating habits rather than the topic we agreed to discuss: the charity work my uncle and myself were doing at that time.”

Diego chuckled. “The editor claimed you were doing more to destroy the image of the glamorous socialite than those who had gone before you had done to uphold it. I thought it was clearly the mark of an intelligent, strong woman.” Diego sat back in his chair at that point. “I believe the interview also touched upon drug use. Your stand on drugs was exceptionally strong. Your comments that those who trade in the death and misery of the world should be drawn, quartered, and left for the maggots to feed upon.” His voice remained warm, encouraging, his gaze curious.

“Diego,” Ian said warningly. “Not exactly appetizing conversation for breakfast.”

Diego’s nostrils flared at the rebuke. “I would know why a woman with such views would lower herself to sleep with not just a drug cartel leader, but also a deserter. Tell me, Ms. Porter, why would you risk your reputation and your safety by sleeping with my son?”

“Mr. Fuentes, what Society didn’t mention is that I am a woman. I choose who I care for. Not convention.” She leaned forward, cutting Ian off before he could tear into his father. He paused, leaned back in his chair, and watched Kira instead.

Her expression was revealing now. This was the woman. His woman. That expression caused his erection to jerk in his slacks, the broad head to throb painfully now.

“You do not say?” Diego questioned curiously.

“But I do say.” She sat back in her chair once again and flashed Ian a look shimmering with hunger. Damn her. She picked a hell of a time to give him that look. To allow him to glimpse the emotions she kept mostly hidden.

“Finish your breakfast then we’re leaving.” His voice was harsh. He heard it, and he didn’t regret it. He turned to Diego. “Do you understand the concept ‘mine’?”

“Ian, this isn’t necessary,” Kira protested with a hint of amusement. “I’m certain your father understands we all have our little kinks.”

His gaze flashed to her, the anger rising, burning, threatening his control. He turned back to Diego.

“Did you understand my question?”

Diego nodded slowly. “Yes, Ian. I understand. I will question her no further.” There was a warning in his voice as well. “I understand that we must protect what belongs to us.”

Ian rose from his chair, breakfast forgotten, coffee forgotten. His eyes locked with Diego’s as he reached out his hand to Kira.

She was there instantly, her fingers twining with his, allowing him to pull her from her chair, to his side.

“We’ve wasted too much time,” he said tightly. “We’ll stop on the way and get you a snack.”

“Protein?” she asked, her voice lower, hinting toward suggestive.

Ian couldn’t damned well help it. His gaze almost jerked from Diego’s in surprise and his cock definitely became highly interested.

“Definitely protein.” He stared back at Diego, watching the other man’s expression, the gleam of amusement in his black eyes, the way he relaxed, the aura of death sliding beneath the charm once again.

“We’ll talk later tonight,” he warned Diego quietly. “I promise you that.”

He drew Kira from the room and met up with Deke and the others in the foyer.

“Deke, we need to swing around Palm Beach for coffee and breakfast to go for Kira. Duetch Veronick should work.”

“Duetch Veronick.” Deke nodded his dark head. “Gotcha, boss.”

Ian looked down at her as he escorted her from the villa. Damn her. Kira had to have known what her little innuendo would do to him. Just as Diego was learning there truly were certain ways to work him. Both of them were going to find out, he knew how to work back.

As they stepped from the wide sheltered porch of the villa Ian handed Kira into the limousine before following her into the cool, leather interior.

She slid into the backward-facing seat, settling into the leather and crossing her legs gracefully as she laid her slender clutch beside her. Taking his seat opposite her, Ian stared back at her silently while Mendez closed the door behind them and the vehicle began to move out.

Ian laid his finger on the window control between the two seats, still staring at Kira as the blackened window glass rose between the two sections.

“That look in your eye could almost be arousing, if it weren’t so calculating,” she drawled, an accent flavoring her voice with a hint of Georgia nights and Southern Belle charm. “What are you thinking, Ian?” Her hands lay relaxed against her legs and her head was tilted to the side as she watched him thoughtfully.

“Drug deals. Arm deals. Blood and death.” He smiled mockingly. “What else does a cartel owner think about?”

She licked her tongue over her already glistening lips and her gaze flickered before coming back to him questioningly.

“The vehicle is secure,” he told her. “There are no listening devices. We’re safe.”

“How can you be sure? You didn’t check the car when we got in.”

Ian sighed before pushing his hand into his pocket and pulling the slender electronic detector from his pants. He flashed it to her before pushing it back.

It was the size of a cell phone, but the electronics it contained were sensitive to a variety of receivers.

She breathed out in regret. “You’re not going to let me see that one either, are you?”

“It’s an experimental model.” He grinned. “But I’m open to negotiations. Answer some questions for me and I’ll let you play with my toys.”

He watched realization glimmer in her eyes a second before she shrugged her delicate shoulders. “I’ll check it out when this is over. Uncle Jason will likely get me one for Christmas.”

Ian nodded slowly. “How long has Jason been covert?”

“I didn’t say Jason was covert.” Her hands tightened in her lap.

“No more than you told me that Durango team was in Aruba.” He leaned forward slowly, his voice turning to ice as he glowered back at her. “You were discussing them with Daniel this morning. You were discussing the fact that he would be sent away and his knowledge that Durango team was here.”

Surprise and nervousness flickered over her expression then.

“I have the balcony bugged.” He leaned back in his seat. “I checked the recording while you were in the shower.”

“Then you know I have no knowledge of the team being here.”

“But you know Daniel. And he does know where they are. So the first question is, where would Daniel set them up and how would he help them?”

Silence filled the back of the limo. Their gazes clashed, tension exploding in the back of the limo as they battled in a silent war Ian was determined to win.

“Why does it matter, Ian?” she finally asked him. “If they’re here, they havent disobeyed direct orders not to strike against you. They haven’t struck. Maybe they’ve figured out you’re not the loving son you’ve tried to appear to be, and they’re here to help you.”

“And do you think I need their damned help?”

If she had thought about his possible response to knowing his former team lay in wait to help him, then Kira knew she would not have expected the fury that burned in his eyes or the hard hand that wrapped around the back of her neck and pulled her nose to nose with him as he came forward once again.

“You will contact Daniel,” he told her icily, his voice harsh, his expression forbidding. “And you will tell him to give Reno a message for me. Reno only. You tell Daniel to tell him, ‘Killer Secrets.’ He’ll know what it means, Kira. And you tell Daniel to warn him, I mean every word of it.”

Killer Secrets. There were too many personal threads, too many enemies posing as friends, and no way to sort the differences before striking. It meant he was working alone, period, and the situation was too volatile for interference.

Kira stilled. Nathan Malone had mentioned that codeword the month before when she questioned him in the hospital. The threads leading into and out of this operation could get them all killed, and Ian wasn’t sharing information. Whether it was because he couldn’t share, or wouldn’t, she could only guess.

“Did they tell you what that means?” Ian released her slowly, sitting back in his seat with a deliberate relaxing of his body that didn’t fool her in the least.

“What?” she asked though she knew what he meant. What he meant wasn’t nearly as important to her as what she was seeing in him right now.

Cold, hard purpose. There was none of the arousal, none of the hunger or the need she had glimpsed in him to this point. This wasn’t the playful lieutenant who had identified her during the ops where they had connected. He wasn’t the frustrated lover trying to protect her. This was the SEAL. And he was determined that nothing would stand in the way of taking Sorrell’s and Diego’s heads back to the man he called brother.

“Did the team tell you what that code word means?” He didn’t blink, his eyes didn’t burn. They chilled her to the bone.

“They told me,” she admitted, wondering if she was hurting or harming her cause with the admission.

Emotion flickered in the back of his eyes then.

“And you came anyway?” His lips flattened with the first sign of emotion. Anger sparked in his gaze. “Have you lost your fucking mind, Kira?”

Had she? No, he was just that important to her. And when exactly he had become that important to her she wasn’t really certain.

“Would you leave me in this battle alone?” she asked him instead. “If you stumbled into this situation and learned the danger I was in, would you walk away from me, Ian?”

“That’s different.” More emotion. A tinge of stubborn determination and a flash of latent hunger.

“How’s that different?” She leaned forward, her chest tightening with emotions she was still trying to make sense of. “How’s it different that you couldn’t walk away from me, but you expect me to walk away from you?”

“You’re a woman.” He cleared his throat then grimaced at the unconscious flash of nervousness he would have known she saw in that action. “You don’t desert a woman in trouble.”

“But I wouldn’t believe I was in trouble,” she told him. “I’m a trained agent. I would believe I was handling it fine myself. That I didn’t need you to protect me. Why would you want to stick your nose into it?”

And why did she need him to admit that he cared more for her than he would any other female agent that his male chauvinism would insist he help? She was the fool he called her if she needed that. Because Ian Fuentes wasn’t a man who let himself get involved emotionally with many people. She knew he loved his mother. He respected his stepfather, and he had sworn his life to Nathan Malone after the preteen Nathan had been instrumental in saving Ian’s mother’s life.

From what she had learned, Ian had a team bond with the other SEALs of the group he had fought with. He respected them, he would have died for them. And he protected them, as he was protecting them now.

He was an island unto himself, the team had revealed. Friendships were all work related, and female relationships lasted only weeks. Ian scratched an itch, nothing more, when it came to those women that he so easily walked away from.

The only thing that had given her hope was the knowledge that Ian knew her. No matter her disguise, no matter her persona, he could see through it. It took more than a good eye to do that. And it took more than a good eye for a man to walk away from scratching his itch as he had the night when he slipped into her condo.

She had made him feel something that night. She knew she had. She had been watching his eyes at the same moment she had realized herself that Ian could touch her as no other man ever had.

“You’re not answering me, Ian. Why would you help me even if I felt I didn’t need your help?” Strike while they’re weak. Jason had drilled that into her since she was ten years old, but somehow, she had a feeling he hadn’t envisioned this situation.

She slid from her seat, lowered herself to the soft carpet of the floor between them, and wedged herself between his thighs.

And he hadn’t expected that. But she hadn’t expected it of herself either. Something softened that she hadn’t known was hard inside her. She was a woman rather than an agent. A lover rather than a weapon. And the transition was so natural, so freeing, that for the first time in her life, she was beginning to wonder exactly who she was as well.
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“YOU’RE TOO QUIET NOW,” SHE murmured, her hands sliding up the insides of his thighs then along his tight abs to his chest.

“I would have still tried to protect you.” He swallowed, the movement tight, tense. As tight and tense as the muscles beneath her hand. And his eyes were warming, darkening.

“Why would you have done that, Ian? That’s my question. Because you’re a chauvinist, or because of something more?”

He surprised her when he reached out, trailing his fingers down her cheek, and said somberly, “I am a chauvinist, Kira. I need to protect you.”

“And I need to be here with you, Ian.” It was all she could do to keep her voice from shaking, her eyes from filling with tears. “I need to watch your back.”

“What the hell am I going to do with you?” He pressed his forehead against hers as he framed her face with his hands and stared down at her as though confused by her. “I know what I’m doing here. I can work this better alone.”

“And do without this?” Her lips touched his, smoothed over them before she allowed her tongue to peek between her lips and dampen the male curves. “Why should either of us do without, Ian? I can help you. And I can . . . satisfy you.” Love you. Those words had almost escaped past her lips. They did send a surge of heat and fear rushing through her.

Did she love him? Was that why she couldn’t let him go? Good Lord, when could something like that have happened?

“You can only distract me,” he growled, but his lips were still whispering over hers. His tongue touched hers. His teeth caught her bottom lip and nipped erotically. She shouldn’t have felt such pleasure from a simple caress, yet it streaked through her senses and sent heat curling through her womb.

“Only when you need to be distracted.” Her hand curled around his neck, fingers sliding into his hair, holding him to her as her lips parted further beneath his.

Unfortunately, he didn’t take the offered kiss or satisfy her need for his taste. One hand gripped her hair and pulled her head back enough for her to glimpse the knowing light in his eyes.

“I’m not such a pervert that you can distract me with sex in the limo, Kira,” he assured her, amusement mixing with irritation. “And this was a serious conversation we were attempting to have.”

“Since when?” She rolled her eyes in mocking exasperation. “All I’m hearing are warnings and dire threats. Chill out, Ian. I make a damned good partner if I say so myself. You should really consider yourself lucky to have me.”

A frown jerked between his brows, but before he could speak the door beside him was pulled open. Before Kira could react herself, Ian pushed her back, jerked his weapon from his side, crouching in front of Kira, the barrel of the gun locked beneath Deke’s chin.

“Protein,” Deke wheezed, his tanned face paling. “Thought you knew we stopped.”

Kira peeked over Ian’s shoulder at the small covered silver tray. She could smell coffee and bacon and she was hoping against hope there were fluffy eggs under there as well.

Ian eased the gun back as she pushed past him, took the tray, and flashed Deke a smile.

“He’s touchy, huh? I told him to chill out.”

Deke cleared his throat. “Brought you breakfast as well, boss.” He rubbed his neck as he pulled back, reached behind him, and accepted another tray. Leaning forward, he placed it in the seat across from Ian. After delivering the food he moved back quickly and closed the door. A few seconds later the vehicle restarted and was moving once again.

“She sat back, uncovered her tray, and inhaled in satisfaction when she saw the mound of fluffy scrambled eggs awaiting her. Coffee, no cream or sugar. A pile of bacon, two homemade biscuits, a dish of jam, and silverware.

“Almost like home,” she murmured. “Why haven’t I found this place during my visits here?”

“Veronick doesn’t do breakfast for just anyone,” Ian snapped. “Goddamn, Kira, you didn’t even realize the fucking car had stopped.”

Kira dug her fork into the fluffy eggs. “Of course I did. And so did you.”

She watched his expression from the shield of her lashes. God, she was loving this. Loving sparring with him, confronting him, pushing him.

He stared back at her in bemused irritation. “How the hell do you figure that?”

She sighed, swallowed, then pointed her fork at him. “I felt it. You tensed, your eyes dilated, then you slowly relaxed. You knew. Deke just caught you off guard when he opened the door.”

He dropped his head back, stared up at the ceiling as though he were praying, and breathed out roughly. “You’re going to drive me crazy.”

“Of course not.” She gave him a rather delicate snort. “But I might be able to teach you to have a little bit of fun. Did I mention you had grown rather prickly over the last eight months? You used to know how to have fun, Ian.”

He used to know what fun was, anyway.

“I used to know better than to involve myself in operations with you,” he bit out. “You’re dangerous, you’re reckless, and I swear to God I’ve never met a woman that needed tying down for her own safety more than you do.”

She widened her eyes. “Wow. Been holding that in for a while, Ian?”

She had to suppress a smile. He wasn’t angry, at least not at her. She was affecting him, and she knew that affecting Ian wasn’t an easy thing to do. She hadn’t expected him to handle it nearly this well. He hadn’t tied her to his bed while he went about his business; she considered that a major step in the right direction.

“Tonight, you’re spanked,” he informed her darkly. “Spanked until you scream for more, Kira.”

“That’s punishment?” she asked with a grin as a shiver of anticipation raced up her spine. She could handle that.

“No.” He shook his head slowly. “That’s my reward for not strangling you.”

 

JOSEF MISSERN WAS AT HIS most charming. He stepped into the limo, taking the rear-facing seat and staring across the short distance at Ian and Kira. A sly smile curled the Frenchman’s lips and lit his light blue eyes.

“Ah, how nice to see you again, Ms. Porter,” he greeted her. “As lovely as a sunrise and as deceptive as the oceans.” He chuckled. “You are a fitting mate to one such as he.” He nodded to Ian with a sharp movement of his white-blond head.

“Let’s get down to business, Missern.” Ian’s voice hardened at the obvious flirtation in the other man’s voice. If Ian hadn’t wanted to kill him before, he wanted to kill him now. “Would you like to tell me the connection you have to Sorrell?”

The slightest dilation in Josef’s eyes assured Ian he wasn’t off the mark.

“We are here to discuss weapons, my friend.” Josef smiled easily once again. “I am willing to make you a one-time deal at a wholesale price in apology for the assassin that showed up at our meeting, as well as the strike Martin would have taken at our fair Miss Porter. His games are sometimes not always understood by those who do not know him.”

“And the assassin? Was he a game as well?” Ian asked coldly.

“He was an unknown variable.” Josef sighed as though in regret. “We did not know he was there.”

“Let’s cut the shit, Missern,” Ian snapped. “You knew, because you told Sorrell about the meeting. Just as Martin’s attempt to strike Kira was a move designed to draw our relationship out into the open.”

Josef’s sensual lips pursed in amusement. “The information came to us by an anonymous source that told of your connection in Atlanta, and here as well. It seems you have other eyes watching you, my friend.”

“And you report your tips concerning me to your good friend Sorrell,” Ian suggested. “It’s a very dangerous way to live, Josef.”

“I did not relay this tip, Ian.” Josef shook his head firmly. “Rather, I received it from a source that paid a hefty amount to have the connection proven.” He spread his palms upward. “It was a business transaction. Yes?”

“Or your death warrant.” Ian dropped his voice to a guttural suggestion, aware of Kira’s subtle tension beside him and Missern’s flash of fear before he covered it.

“We are men of business, Ian.” Josef shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “This is what I have enjoyed in our dealings together. You understand the value of the dollar over the stains of blood. I am here to make amends for these things. I do not wish to war with the Fuentes cartel.”

Ian tilted his head and stared back at Josef mockingly before he turned and stared out the window of the car instead. There, Trevor was landing the specially modified helicopter just as planned.

“Ian?” Josef questioned him curiously. “Is there a problem?”

“Order your men down, Josef,” he ordered as the Missern bodyguards turned their weapons on the helicopter. “You’re in no danger. You have my word on it.”

Josef watched him closely but pulled his cell phone from the pocket of his jacket and hit the keypad.

“Pull back,” he said into the receiver as his gaze clashed with Ian’s. “We have his word no harm will come.”

Ian let a smile tug at his lips at the unspoken trust. He had learned that even here, in this world, a man was judged by his word.

“I’ve exacted my payment for Martin’s attempt to touch what belongs to me,” he told Josef as he held Josef’s gaze. “I’ll also accept a hundred M-16s at wholesale price, three grenade launchers, and an amount of ammo to be determined once I return to the villa and discuss our needs with Diego.”

Josef blinked back at him. “Quite a bit of apology, wouldn’t you say?”

“Consider yourself lucky.” Ian lowered the window beside him and nodded toward the helicopter. A door slid open, and the instantly recognizable form of Martin Missern tumbled from the side. He struggled to his feet, his swollen, bloodied face staring in weak bemusement at the limo as several of the bodyguards rushed for him.

“What the hell is this? Mon Dieu, what have you done to him?” Josef’s hand went to the door only to have his wrist caught by Ian’s, twisted, and his body jerked around until his face was pressed into the leather seat as he bellowed in pain.

“He’s alive,” Ian snarled, tamping down his regret that Kira was here. That she was seeing him as he was. “I should have killed him, Josef. Next time, I’ll kill both of you.”

He leaned over the arms dealer’s body, his head next to Missern’s, his eyes glaring into the light blue pain-ridden gaze of the other man.

“The next time Sorrell wants information, the next time he wants you to strike out at what’s mine, remember this. And remember, next time I’ll beat the life out of you myself. I don’t think you want that, do you?”

Josef shook his head desperately, sweat beading his brow as broken gasps left his lips.

“I learned a lot of ways to hurt a man in the American military.” He twisted Missern’s wrist easily, dragging another cry from his lips. “Ways that make a man pray for death. Don’t make me watch you pray, Josef. It would just piss me off and bite into my schedule. When you do that, I get mean.” Ian pressed his thumb deeper into the other man’s wrist, gave it a hard twist, and heard it crack. It didn’t break. It didn’t dislocate, but the distinctions in pain were so slight as to be negligible.

He released the shuddering man, moved back to his seat, and pushed the door open.

“While you’re contemplating betraying me and talking to Sorrell on the phone, inform him that if he wants to end this, then he’ll meet with me. The next time he sends one of his fuck buddies to strike out at me, I’ll start killing them. That’s a promise, Josef, you hear me?”

Josef struggled back to the seat, staring back at Ian fearfully, his once perfectly combed white-blond hair lying mussed around his face now.

“You are letting us leave alive?” he asked hesitantly.

Ian shook his head and tsked mockingly. “I keep my word, Josef. Unlike Sorrell. I’ll give you one last piece of advice. Get the hell out of Aruba until Sorrell and I come to an understanding, because I’d hate to have to kill you. Now get out of my limo. I’ve had enough of you.”

He grabbed the lapels of the arms dealer’s jacket, jerked him from the seat, and threw him from the car. Josef struggled to his feet, lurched toward his bodyguards, and cast one last wary look back at the limo as Ian slammed the door closed.

The helicopter lifted from the ground as the limo pulled from the meeting area and began to pick up speed along the eastern coast of the island.

“Why did we drive out here rather than flying?”

The question wasn’t the one he had expected, nor was her calm demeanor. Though he knew he shouldn’t have expected anything less.

“Because I like the drive,” he growled.

“Liar.”

He breathed out roughly. “The first two months I was here I had two copters brought down and three bodyguards taken out. They have a harder time attacking the limo.”

“They?”

He grunted a sharp laugh. “Who the fuck knows. Pissed-off SEALs and SFs, Sorrell’s men, DEA, CIA, FBI. Hell, there are agents from a dozen alphabet-soup agencies in the world staked out on this damned island since I came here.”

And he didn’t blame a damned one of them for trying to take him out. Now, it wasn’t just him though. It was Kira as well. Son of a bitch. Suddenly, this mission was beginning to seriously tax his patience. In ways he had never imagined possible.

He pushed his fingers through his hair and checked their location. He pulled the Glock free of his side holster, checked the clip then pulled the extra clips from the pockets of his pants and checked them.

Turning, he stared through the back window at the SUV following them. Mendez and Cristo had the heavier weapons with them, Trevor was watching overhead with the copter.

Hell, he wished he was in that damned copter. Unfortunately they were too easy to track and too easy to take out of the sky. And he had too many enemies now.

“What’s happening with this meet we’re driving to, Ian?”

He returned his gaze to her as he shoved the Glock back in its holster.

He shook his head firmly. “I told you what the meeting involved.”

Her expression was scoffing. “Come on, Ian, don’t pull that on me. Tell me what’s really going on.”

“There’s nothing to pull.” He shrugged. “I need to meet with some of the men that are transporting loads between Colombia and American waters. I give them their GPS coordinates for the first phase of delivery. After that, they receive transportation routes in phases.”

What he wasn’t telling her was the fact he suspected at least one of the transporters was going to be mildly upset when they learned that their loads had been shifted to other parties.

The men he was dealing with here weren’t regular Fuentes soldiers or cartel members. Diego had been using independent contract workers for the most part until Ian arrived. Ian had slowly been replacing those contractors with cartel members. Efficiency, he had explained to Diego. Efficiency be damned; it would make the cartel that much easier to take down when Diego fell.

In this particular instance though, the men he was getting ready to replace wouldn’t exactly take it with a shrug and smile. He wasn’t firing a union member, he was firing a cutthroat, murderous drug dealer with delusions of status.

Rodrigo Cruz was on the DEA’s and FBI’s most wanted lists. When this was over, Ian hoped he would be either dead or maneuvered into a position that would allow capture within a matter of days.

At times like this, he was forcefully reminded that perhaps genetics and DNA were indeed stronger than hatred. Because he had learned he could be just as deceptive, controlling, and manipulating as the man who had donated the sperm in his conception.

“How dangerous do you anticipate this little meeting turning?”

He stared at her, proud of her, terrified of losing her, though a part of him knew she was his greatest strength now.

“Oh, I don’t know, Kira,” he drawled. “I’m meeting with half a dozen cocaine transporters whose fortunes depend upon securing each successive shipment. What do you think?”

“I think that if you weren’t planning something to piss them off then there would be little danger involved. Unless you suspected one of them of conspiring with Sorrell.”

“Right now, I suspect everyone in the Fuentes camp of conspiring with Sorrell.” He snorted. “I’ve learned to be careful, that’s all.”

“If that’s all, then I can go in with you,” she stated.

“Do you want me to tie you to the bed the next time I have a meeting that I refuse to allow you to attend?” He stared back at her, knowing the look on his face was just short of savage. Hell, he felt savage. He knew each time he walked into one of these meetings that it could be his last. And now it could endanger her as well.

“Chauvinism doesn’t become you, Ian.” She sighed. “Very well, I’ll wait in the limo like a good little girl.”

Ian nodded sharply. “This shouldn’t take long,” he told her as the limo neared the port town Oranjestad. “It’s just a meeting. The business Fuentes does here in Aruba is simple. Orders go out from here. Dealers pick up their cargo in Colombia. I don’t risk actual shipments onto the island.”

“What I’d like to know is how you’ve managed to keep your head on your shoulders here. Aruba isn’t exactly a good hiding place.”

“I’m not hiding.” He shrugged. “I’ve not been arrested because I’ve managed to escape every operation sent out against me. I don’t have predictable travel routes and I don’t let myself become comfortable. And that’s besides the fact that money does talk. Aruba hasn’t yet given the U.S. permission to conduct an operation against me on their turf.”

“I was under the impression Aruba had a very close relationship with America,” Kira pointed out. “You’re a deserter . . .”

“You didn’t do your homework.” That word had the power to clench his guts. “The truth is, I resigned my commission. The papers were logged in to the system during the Atlanta mission; I was due to step down a week later.”

“You did it a week early. Technically, a deserter.”

He inclined his head in mocking agreement. “My lawyers are arguing that case in Washington as a matter of fact. The cartel has some excellent lawyers.”

And that was the truth. Of course, neither the Navy nor DHS was pushing too hard at this time for charges.

A smile tugged at her lips as her gaze went past him to the vista of perfect blue waters that surrounded the island. Her sharp frown was his first warning.

“Evade! Evade!” Trevor’s voice across the receiver located in the radio at the side of the backward-facing seat was his final warning.

He pushed Kira to the floor as the limo swerved and the back window began lowering. His head swung around, a curse leaving his lips, as the front of the limo seemed to explode, the car flying across the road and burying itself in the side of a rocky sand dune.

The force of the landing flung him across the car as he fought to hold Kira in place. Even as the vehicle shuddered he kicked the door open, dragging her out and throwing her toward Mendez and Cristo as they rushed for the limo.

“Get Trevor on the ground,” he yelled to Mendez as Cristo caught Kira. “Now.”

He gripped the driver’s-side door, pulling at it before cursing when it didn’t open. Turning, he jumped into the back of the vehicle, climbing through the back partition to check Deke.

“How’s Deke?” Mendez yelled.

“Alive.” Barely.

Ian gripped the passenger door, forced it open then backed out as he dragged Deke’s heavy, unconscious body across the seat. Mendez and Cristo helped lift him as wind from the helicopter’s rotors beat around them.

“Boss, two speedboats,” Trevor yelled as he rushed toward them, grabbing Deke’s legs as Cristo and Mendez grabbed his upper body.

“Get him in the copter,” Ian snapped. “Now. Call the villa and have the doc pulled in. Trevor, did you get any ID marks on those boats?”

“I know them, boss.” He was walking backward, rushing Deke’s lower body to the copter while the rest of them followed. “Both are rentals out of Oranjestad.”

They loaded Deke quickly into the copter as Ian turned for Kira and nearly did a double take.

She was poised, shoeless, her hair whipping around her, an M-16 braced in her arms as she secured the area. Ian knew he had never seen anything so damned hot in his life.

“Let’s go.” He stepped to her quickly, pulled the weapon from her hands, and tossed it to Mendez. “Mendez, you and Cristo get to the villa double time.” He pushed Kira into the front of the copter with Trevor before jumping into the cramped back with a still unconscious Deke.

His gaze stayed on Kira as the helicopter lifted off, banked, and raced across the island. He hated using air power.

“Tracking’s on, boss, we’re showing no locks. We’ll make it.”

The advanced radar and weapons detection equipment he’d had installed was his best insurance in case of emergency but it wasn’t foolproof.

“Just get us there, Trevor,” he called out, his gaze meeting Kira’s as she turned her head and stared back at him worriedly.

She was in the middle of a war zone and he couldn’t force her out or protect her. The knowledge of that ate at his guts and tightened his chest as anger burned inside him.

He wanted her out of here. He wanted her so far from this situation that there wasn’t a chance of it touching her, and he knew it wasn’t going to happen. She wasn’t just a trained contract agent. She was a woman who had a hold on his balls which he couldn’t seem to break.

Chauvinism, his ass. This was more than chauvinism, this was an emotion he couldn’t conquer and couldn’t force behind him. It was a mix of protectiveness and possessiveness, fury and worry. She was getting to him and he had no idea how to stop it.
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THE HELICOPTER LANDED DIRECTLY BEHIND the villa. Men raced from the French doors that led to the pool area, M-16s and Uzis gripped in their hands, to surround the aircraft as Ian jumped from the side and motioned to several of the soldiers to ease the lead bodyguard through the opening and carry him into the house.

Kira accepted Trevor’s helping hand from the pilot’s door, her eyes on Ian, seeing the lines bracketing his lips and eyes, the barely contained rage that glittered in his gaze.

“The doctor is en route,” one of the Fuentes soldiers that had converged on the villa shouted to Ian as the helicopter’s rotors slowly eased and stopped. “Ramon called when they left town. Another three minutes at the most.”

Ian nodded then turned, his hand latching around Kira’s wrist and dragging her to his side before heading for the villa.

“Get him in his room and show the doctor straight to him. Get out to the limo and get it towed and ditch it. I want all evidence of this attempted hit wiped away. Understand that?” he snapped to the soldier.

“Sí.” The soldier turned away, called several soldiers to him, and rushed to the attached garage rather than entering the house with the rest of the force.

As they moved through the informal patio room and into the wide hallway toward the foyer, Kira watched as Diego Fuentes came out from his study. He said nothing, but his expression was heavy, concerned. Black eyes were shielded by dark lashes, his lips tightly compressed. He was worried, and perhaps a bit frightened. Kira would have taken the time to reflect more on that if Ian wasn’t pulling her quickly up the stairs in the wake of the soldiers carrying Deke.

“Go to our room,” he ordered, his voice flat and hard as he unlocked the door and pushed her inside. “I’ll be right back.” The door closed in her face.

Kira rolled her eyes. There were some moods that she wouldn’t mind opposing, but something in his eyes warned her to steer clear of pushing him much harder right now. Waiting would likely be the smartest decision. And when he came to her— She blew out a hard breath. She had seen that mood before, the racing adrenaline, the need for action. When he began coming down, he was going to be ready for more than tea and cakes.

She rubbed at the chill that raced over her arms and tried to still the excitement that began to claw at her stomach. He was going to be hard, confrontational. Ready to go head-to-head with the first person willing to give him the chance.

She knew. The adrenaline wasn’t as all-consuming for her as it was for most men she had worked with. She had seen some of the operatives and SEALs she had worked with fight or fuck for hours after coming down from a dangerous situation.

Fucking just for the sake of the adrenaline had never been her thing, until Ian. She could definitely see the benefits of it now.

She pushed her fingers roughly through her hair at that thought. She could have lost him today. And she knew it wasn’t the first time he had been attacked. In the past eight months there had been half a dozen attempts.

Turning away from the door, she walked halfway across the room before she realized she had left her shoes in the damned limo. They were a favorite pair too.

She paced to the couch, pulled the slender strap of her clutch purse from over her head, and lifted the cell phone from it.

She glanced around before moving into the bathroom, standing inside the doorway and reaching in to turn on the water in the porcelain sink before hitting the speed dial.

“Son of a bitch, I knew this was a bad idea.” Daniel answered on the first ring. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” She kept her voice low and hoped any listening devices Ian might have in the room couldn’t pick her voice up over the flow of water beside her. “Who was it?”

“We’re working on it.”

“We?” She pinched the bridge of her nose. “God, he’s going to have a cow if you mean who I think you do.”

“Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth, dammit,” Daniel cursed. “We’re tracking down the boats. We’ve narrowed them to one rental agency but they weren’t listed as rented. We should have more info soon.”

“Get it fast. He’s in a killing mood. This could get ugly.”

“Any fatalities?”

“None. His head bodyguard is unconscious though. The wound to his head didn’t look pretty. Head to steering wheel, I suspect.”

“He needs to accept the hand reaching out to help,” Daniel growled. “Broach the subject, Kira. He’s going to need it.”

Her laughter was low and bitter as she kept her eyes on the door. Ian wouldn’t accept the risk to his friends and she knew it. He considered this his battle because Diego was his father.

“Won’t happen. Tell your gift horses he sent them a message though. Killer Secrets. And let me tell you, he was serious.”

Daniel’s curse sizzled over the secure line.

“My thoughts too . . .” She flipped the phone quickly, disconnecting the call and shoving the phone back into her purse as the doorknob twisted.

Sliding in front of the sink, she bent and splashed water over her face, her heart racing in her chest at the close call. If Ian caught her on the phone he’d likely tie her to his bed for the remainder of this operation, because he would know damned good and well what she was doing on it.

Eyes still closed, she turned off the water, gripped the hand towel on the silver rack and pulled it free. Covering her face with it, she quickly dried off, then opened her eyes and didn’t bother restraining her gasp.

Diego stood in the doorway, black rage flickering in his gaze as he stared back at her.

“Does he know who did this?” His voice was low, filled with death.

This was the Diego Fuentes she had investigated, the one she had worked to break, in several different missions, and failed.

She shook her head slowly. She didn’t have to fake the flash of fear she felt, especially when she saw the butt of the weapon sticking from above the band of his pants.

“You fear me.” There was an edge of satisfaction in his voice and a flash of smug amusement in his gaze. “I think I am too used to dealing with Ian. He knows no such fear.”

“You’re his father. Why would he fear you?” She cleared her throat, wondering if he was susceptible to a bit of flattery.

“Yes.” He looked away for a moment, but when his gaze returned to her it was as flat as it had been before. “I am his father, and I still do not know what happened. You will tell me.”

She shook her head, swallowing tightly, as she let in the memory of the limo flying and crashing into the rocky outcropping across the road. Fear had nearly immobilized her, but not fear for herself, fear for Ian.

Diego’s lips tightened again at the flash of emotion she allowed him to see.

“I don’t know what happened.” God help her and Diego both if she told him anything Ian didn’t want him to know. “One minute we were driving down the coast, the next we were flying in that limo.”

He inhaled slowly, his nostrils widening as his expression turned savage. She could have sworn pain flashed in his eyes.

“That is unfortunate,” he finally expressed. “I would know who to kill for this action against my son.”

“You and me both.” She gave him delicate snort as she moved past him back into the sitting room. The tiny bathroom was much too small for comfort when dealing with Diego. “It wasn’t exactly a party out there.”

“Do you know he would be angry should I retaliate for his sake?” Diego bit out. “He denies me even the smallest pleasures now. Bah. His arrogance. It will get him killed.”

And he was telling her this why? Kira stared back at him hesitantly. Diego wasn’t known for his compassion or trusting nature. Quite the opposite. So why was he talking to her?

“Maybe he’s trying to protect you?” She put several feet between them, though how that would help if he pulled that gun she didn’t know.

At her suggestion, his gaze sharpened.

“Do you think this is true?” He frowned as though he hadn’t considered that thought. As though the suggestion suddenly filled him with hope.

“Well.” Kira licked her lips nervously. “He doesn’t let me have any fun either. He even took my guns. Said it was for my own protection.”

God, she was playing games with the master here. Ian was right, she had lost her mind.

Diego lifted his hand and stroked his jaw, his sharp eyes watching her like a cobra watches its prey.

“You like to live on the dark side, do you not, Ms. Porter?”

She wagged her brows. “Darth Vader was my hero.”

His lips twitched as he wagged his brow in turn. “You are a very naughty little girl.”

“Well, I used to try hard.” She rolled her eyes mockingly. “As I said, Ian seems to think I should let him have all the fun. He’s protecting me.”

“And you do not like protection.”

“Not used to it.” She shrugged as she took a seat on the couch and curled her legs to the side as though she were talking to a normal lover’s father rather than one of the most notorious drug lords in the world. A man that could kill her as easily as he could smile at her.

“Neither am I used to this protection,” he said thoughtfully. “It would indicate more than a mere job, am I not correct? Perhaps a bit of feeling?”

Kira frowned as though confused. “You’re his father, correct?”

A smile split his face then. “Yes. I am his father. He would try to protect me. I did not consider this.”

Kira spread her hands and stared back at him questioningly. “What else could it be?” Besides an attempt to make certain that the man he was there to destroy didn’t destroy other lives first.

“My son, he has chosen well for his woman.” He nodded sharply, opening his lips to say more only to turn in surprise as the door slammed open.

Ian stood framed in the doorway. His overly long dark blond hair was mussed around his face, his expression cold and stony. Deep lines bracketed his mouth and his eyes glowed with fury.

“Is Deke okay?” Kira came quickly to her feet as she watched him warily.

The look on his face wasn’t the least comfortable.

“Deke’s awake. The doctor is still with him but he’ll be okay.”

“Ah, this is very good.” Diego smiled. “I was telling your woman, you are a man of loyalty. A man to be proud of.”

Kira would have winced if the situation weren’t as dangerous as she could sense it becoming.

“At least he isn’t lecturing you on your rants in Society again,” Ian said as he stalked into the room, his eyes never leaving Diego. “Are you finished regaling her with my sterling qualities yet?” Savagery echoed in his voice.

Diego breathed out roughly. “I am finished. I will await your report in my office. Hopefully, you will arrive soon.”

“Don’t bet on it.”

Kira could feel the torment echoing from Ian’s pores. It wasn’t in his face, it didn’t show in his eyes, but she felt it. She knew it. It wrapped around her and had her heart clenching in response.

“Will I get a report, Ian?” Irritation was thick in Diego’s voice now.

“When I know, you’ll know. Until then, do me a favor and give me a while to get a drink and a shower. Being tossed around in my favorite limo isn’t my preferred sport.”

She heard the deliberate restraint in Ian’s voice then. Violence shimmered in the air around him, glittered in his eyes, and tightened his facial features. His voice was a gritty growl now though, the broken quality to it thicker.

“We will get you another limo. I will make certain it arrives quickly.” Diego moved quickly for the door, his expression placating, filled with hope. “Take your time, Ian. Rest. Sleep. I will take care of things. I am rather good at that. And I promise to have no fun in my efforts.”

He wouldn’t kill, in other words.

Ian’s back was turned to Diego; the other man couldn’t see the flash of dark rage in his son’s face or the gleam of pain in his eyes.

“No bloodshed, pop,” Ian ordered roughly.

Diego smiled and nodded toward Ian’s back as Kira glanced to him.

“No bloodshed, son. I promise this. Find me when you are finished. I will make certain all is well until then.”

Ian nodded.

Diego lifted his hand in farewell to Kira with an almost thankful smile before leaving the room and closing the door behind him. She shuddered once the room was secure again. It was like watching an alligator cuddle a baby. One just knew the child would become a snack within seconds, but the sheer shock of the vision was freezing.

As the door clicked closed Ian turned and stalked to it, securely locked it then moved to the locked bureau drawer. The hardware drawer. God, she would love to get her hands on some of those electronic toys he was holding in that drawer.

“Room is secure,” he said, his voice carefully controlled.

His body was carefully controlled. His voice, his actions, everything about him was restrained.

“Is Deke really okay?” Kira asked.

“Deke’s fine.” His fingers went to the buttons of his shirt. Kira’s heart went to her throat.

Oh yeah. Adrenaline. She could see the dominant arousal in the flush beginning to mantle his cheekbones now, in the hard definition of muscles that he revealed as he shed his shirt.

Hard body. That was what he was. Corded muscles gleamed beneath richly tanned flesh. They rippled with power, flexed with force at each movement.

“What were you and Diego discussing?” Predatory awareness filled his voice. He watched her like a wolf watching the poor little rabbit destined to be its next meal.

“You,” she answered. “He seemed a bit upset that you wouldn’t let him wreak blood and death in retaliation for today.”

“And you told him what?” His hands dropped to his belt. Kira’s eyes followed. She had to swallow, hard, because her mouth was watering at the sight of that bulge beneath the dark slacks. He was hard. Aroused. Intent.

“Um.” She swallowed again, nervously, because she had a feeling he was not going to like this. “I told him you might be trying to protect him too.”

His lips flattened. “And you based that on what?”

“Well.” She pursed her lips carefully. “I might have told him that you wouldn’t let me have any fun either because you wanted to protect me. It seemed to go with the image.” She clasped her hands behind her back as she watched him, waiting for the explosion. When none was forthcoming she tried to explain. “You know, that whole SEAL persona thing. You can take the boy out of the military, blah blah—”

“Take your clothes off.”

She had known it was coming, but when he delivered the order, the response that fired inside her body took her by surprise. It was hard, a fiery wave of intense heat that rushed through her erogenous zones and cascaded through her womb with white-hot intensity.

“I don’t think so.” Amusement fired inside her along with the arousal though. “I’m not an outlet for all that adrenaline, Ian. At least not yet. We need to talk.”

Talking was the last thing he needed to do. Ian let his gaze rove over her body. The white slacks and cream-colored top were smudged with dirt. Her hair was tangled around her face in sexy disarray and reminded him of the feel of it beneath his hands, the warm rough silky sensation that his palms seemed to itch for.

“I don’t want to talk, Kira.” He advanced on her instead. Perhaps he shouldn’t have ordered her to get undressed. Each time he had taken her, other than that first time, he had been quick and rough. He hadn’t taken the time to enjoy the feel of her flesh that morning or the night before. Not really.

He hadn’t tasted her. Hadn’t listened to her scream in pleasure as she came apart in his arms. That was criminal, he decided. Not giving her the full range of pleasure that she needed. Each caress, each lick and kiss, designed to drive her higher.

“Ian,” she protested as he stopped in front of her, the dark ring of blue around her gray eyes darkening as the centers became stormy. “There are things we need to discuss.”

“Such as?” He ran his fingers beneath the thin strap of her shirt, feeling the pure silk texture and deciding her hair and her skin were softer.

“Such as Diego.” Regret flashed in her eyes.

“Diego is the last thing we need to discuss,” he told her, pushing back the bleak anger that threatened to build inside him again. The pain. He didn’t understand the pain any more than he understood the hunger and need converging inside him for Kira.

He ran his fingers beneath the strap of her blouse until he came to the rounded scoop of the neckline. Heat flowed from her flesh to his fingers, mesmerizing him with the impact it had on his senses.

He had never experienced anything like Kira before and he wondered if the effect she had on him was weakness or strength?

“You can’t hide from it forever,” she whispered, her voice strained.

Strained because she was breathing harder, her breasts rising and falling sharply, drawing his gaze to the presence of the tight, hard nipples beneath the silk.

“I’m not trying to hide anything, Kira. I just want to pleasure you. Pleasure both of us.”

There was a well of emotion brewing inside him. Ian could feel it. He couldn’t make sense of it, and he wanted nothing to do with it. He had forced himself to push back his emotions as a boy. Forced himself not to want or to need, until Kira. Damn her, she made him want and need things he was certain would never be a part of his life.

Hope. Warmth. Real passion. And that real passion was his weakness. The honest, burning flame of desire in her eyes and the strength he glimpsed within her held him as nothing else ever had.

“I wanted you out of this,” he told her, his hands falling to the hem of the shirt, gripping it and lifting it. “I wanted you safe. So safe. So that when this was over I could find you and finish what we started in Atlanta.”

Her arms lifted, allowing him to draw the blouse from her only to drop it on the floor a second later. Her breasts lifted to him with her hard breaths, her nipples hard and peaked, a light sheen of perspiration beginning to shimmer on her lightly tanned flesh as she stood proudly before him. No hesitancy, no coy shyness or attempts to deny what they both knew was waiting to explode between them.

His cock was so damned hard at this point that it throbbed like an open wound.

“Since when did I seem the type that needs to hide?” Her hands moved to his chest, her fingers working on the buttons of his shirt. “When we met in Russia perhaps?”

His lips quirked at the thought of her Russian persona.

“Not in Russia.” His hands framed her face, lips lowering to hers as hunger beat at his brain in a steady rhythm.

“Albania?” she whispered against his lips, her hands pushing the edges of his shirt apart to touch the hard, hair-spattered muscles of his chest.

“Never in Albania.” She had been a rebel, a competent warrior when she’d had to be one.

“Then why would I need protecting now?” she asked, pushing at his shoulders until he dropped his hands from her face and allowed her to shove the shirt away from his arms.

Her hands smoothed over the powerful biceps, nails digging in as she curled them into the thickest area and clenched.

“You don’t need protecting.” Admitting that wasn’t easy. “What do you need?”

He watched the shadows that flickered in her eyes, regret and sorrow.

“I need you.” Her hands moved to the band of his slacks, parted his belt, then the metal clasp that held it secure, before her fingers lowered the zipper. “Give me what I need, Ian. And, maybe, what you need too?”

God yes, it was what he needed. Needed to the point that he wondered if his soul would fracture without it. Without her. Months of living a lie, sleeping it, eating it, drinking it, fucking breathing it every second of the day, had been eating away at him like acid.

Until Kira had arrived. Until she had blown into his life again like a breath of sunshine.

“Come here.” He lifted her into his arms, cradled her against his chest, and moved into the bedroom.

He needed something he couldn’t name this time. He needed to touch and be touched in ways he couldn’t describe. He had been slowly dying inside until Kira arrived in Aruba and now he was burning, throbbing, all-too-living and desperate for more of her.

“What are you doing, Ian?” A flash of vulnerability, of uncertainty in her expression and in her gaze, almost had him smiling as he laid her on the bed.

She could meet him head-to-head in a confrontation, argumentative or sexual, but for some reason this seemed to throw her off balance. Hell, he’d have to remember to relish her rather than gorge on her more often.

“I need more than a quickie, Kira.” He released the button and zipper of her pants. Curling his fingers on the waistband and drawing the the pants over her thighs and down her long, sexy legs. And damn, her legs were pretty.

“Why more than a quickie?” She frowned and he couldn’t miss the fact that her fingers curled tightly into the material of the blanket beneath her. “Quickies are pretty good, Ian.”

“Quickies aren’t nearly enough.” He dropped her pants to the floor then disposed of his own just as quickly. “Unless you’d like to tell me why you prefer a quickie?”
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WHY DID SHE PREFER A quickie? Kira inhaled tightly and stared up at him with the knowledge that she had made a slight tactical error where Ian was concerned. He saw things no others saw, and he was especially adept at seeing through her.

“We’re rather running out of time.” She cleared her throat nervously. “I know you have business to take care of, and Deke—”

“I hate it when you lie to me.” His lips quirked, a sexy little mocking smile that had her womb flexing and the juices spilling from her vagina as he came to the bed beside her.

“What am I lying to you about?” She turned to him, lying on her side, feeling the slight roughness of his chest hair caressing her nipples.

It was an erotic, exotic sensation. Why had she never noticed that before? The extreme pleasure from something so subtle as the feel of those hairs across the tender tips.

“You’ve always pushed our encounters,” he said, his voice hushed as his hand stroked down her hip to her thigh. “Except for the first time. I stole your control then. Is that what scares you, Kira? No control?”

What was her life without control? Without the ability to maintain herself and her emotions? Her emotions especially.

“Sex isn’t about control, Ian.” She maintained a confident smile despite the nerves gathering inside her. “It’s about pleasure, remember?”

Pleasure. All she had to do was make him feel the right amount of pleasure, get the blood pumping and the lust heating, and it might not be a quickie, but it could leave her a part of her heart intact. If he managed to take all of her, she would never be able to defend herself against the results of her own deception.

One hand slid down his stomach as the other curled around his neck. Her lips lifted to his, touching them, whispering over them.

Heat spiraled through her, wrapped around her as strong as his arms, and when his lips responded, opened and joined the kiss, she felt her breath hitch. Her hand tightened on his neck, the other moved to the hard, engorged length of his cock.

She needed to touch him, feel him. Nothing in her life had ever felt so good as Ian did. His touch, the stroke of his hands down her back, over her thigh. The other hand threaded through the hair at the back of her head. Before she could guess his intention, guess his next move, his fingers clenched and pulled her head back slowly, breaking the kiss, breaking the incredible pleasure weaving through her. It also clued her in to the fact that he wasn’t going to be so easy to manipulate.

“Ian, this isn’t the place for games,” she reminded him, her hand curling around the broad length of his erection and stroking it with a long, slow caress.

“Then you shouldn’t play them,” he growled.

His hips shifted, thrusting his cock into her grip even as his free hand wrapped around her fingers and forced her to release him.

His eyes burned within the darkened centers, the fiery tobacco-brown depths glowing with lust as he came over her.

“Restraining me won’t ease either of us.” But she still arched to him, raking her nipples over his chest even as he gripped both her wrists in one hand and secured them over her head.

“I won’t have to restrain you for long. Just long enough to get the fires blazing inside that hot little body. Isn’t that right, Kira? Just long enough to remind you how hungry you can get.”

She bit her lower lip and glared back at him. “And you don’t get that hungry?”

“Oh, I get that hungry.” Strong white teeth grazed over her lower lip as he controlled the subtle movements of her body while she tried to find a position that would allow her to break the hold he had on her. “I get very hungry.”

His lips came back, moved over hers, his tongue pressing past her lips to lick at her tongue as his callused fingers curled around the aching mound of her breast.

Kira jerked, nearly flinching at the pleasure of that touch. His fingertips rasped around the delicate nerve endings of her nipple, yet never quite touched the hardened peak.

Her lips parted further, her tongue reaching out to stroke his as pleasure began to envelop her. Rapid, heated pinpoints of sensation built inside her, swirling through her bloodstream, sensitizing her nerve endings. She could feel the need growing inside her, building with his kiss, with each stroke of his fingers around her nipple and each second he held her restrained.

“Ian.” She tore her lips from his even as she arched closer to his hard, warm body. “Don’t do it like this. Please.”

“Just say no, Kira.” His lips slid over her cheek, her jaw. “A single word. All you have to do is use it.”

Her lips parted, the word hovered on her lips as she gasped for breath.

“I’ll stop,” he promised, his voice velvet rough. “I’ll let you go. I’ll shower and attend to business. You’ll be safe from whatever demons chase you then, won’t you?”

Her teeth clamped shut as a fractured cry tore from her lips. She could say no and he would just stop? She tightened her thighs, pressing them together, desperate to stop the ache building in her clit. If he stopped, it might kill her.

“You’re not playing fair,” she breathed out roughly. God, even breathing was an erotic sensation at this point.

“I never promised to play fair.” He brought her to her back once again, his head lowering, lips feathering over her collarbone, his tongue tasting her skin.

She didn’t know if she could bear this. Heat was spiraling inside her body, attacking erogenous zones and sensitizing the rest of her body to the point that pleasure became near ecstasy.

“You have the prettiest breasts.” His free hand cupped a swollen mound, his thumb brushing over her nipple.

Sensation whipped around the hard point then zipped across her nerve endings and clenched the muscles of her womb.

He didn’t give her time to process the pleasure from it before his head went lower, his lips and tongue painting a trail of hunger straight to her nipple.

Heated moisture surrounded the engorged flesh as he drew it into his mouth and sucked it deep. Kira flinched, a ragged cry tearing from her lips.

“You want to destroy me,” she accused him, her voice rough as she ground her head into the pillow.

The feel of his mouth drawing on her nipple, his tongue lashing it, was making her insane. The peaks were torturously tight, throbbing at the continued friction against them. With each rough lick the flames consuming her body seemed to lick higher, hotter.

“I want to touch you too.” Her fingers curled, desperation tightening through her as the need to feel him became imperative.

“Not yet.” He lifted his lips only to smooth his jaw over her breast.

The faint bristle of stubble rasped over the soft skin of her breast, sending rapid-fire sensation exploding through her.

“Why not yet?” She tried to twist beneath him, to break the hold he had on her wrists, and on her emotions.

She was weak. His touch was more potent than liquor, and he affected more than just her body. That was the problem. He affected parts of her that she wanted to keep hidden. Parts of her that she had kept hidden for so many years that she had forgotten they existed herself.

“Because I want to touch you.” His head lifted, the piercing dark flames in his eyes searing her as he pulled himself up on the bed.

He knelt by her head, which made no sense. He wanted to touch her, yet the hard length of his cock was poised just above her lips as he secured his hold on her wrists.

Rather than trying to pull herself up to reach the engorged crest, she went for the sensitive sac beneath it instead.

Ian froze, his breath wheezing from his lungs as Kira’s lips covered the side of his testicles, her tongue laving over it as a whispery moan vibrated into the tight flesh.

God help him.

He leaned his head against the thick wood of the headboard and concentrated on breathing rather than spilling his cum. Her mouth should be licensed. It was wicked, bordering on illegally destructive to the male senses. She mouthed the flesh as it drew tight beneath his cock, cum boiling dangerously close to an explosion.

Gritting his teeth, he dragged the slender chain and wrist restraints from the metal loop secured to the back of the bed. Whoever had owned the house and furnished it had had a definite eye toward hiding the accoutrements of sexual pleasure.

As she busied her lips and tongue with his balls, he quickly slid the velvet-lined cuffs over her wrists and secured them with a snap before moving back.

Her eyes flashed first with confusion, until she tugged at her wrists, heard the chain rattle and felt the security of the restraints. A shade of fear flashed in her eyes then.

“Just say no,” he told her, his hands settling on her shoulder and her stomach as he moved to lie beside her once again.

“I’m not your damned submissive, Ian,” she bit out, tugging again on the chain holding her. “Are you insane?”

“Insanity is the least of my problems these days,” he assured her, narrowing his gaze as she turned her head and stared back at the dark cuffs. “If you want free, all you have to do is say the word. We’ll walk away from this.”

“So I’m restrained for the torture or I don’t get fucked?” Her gaze sliced back to him, darkening with emotion, almost mesmerizing him with the sharp flashes of intensity in the cloudy color.

“You understand perfectly.” He smiled down at her in approval. “I knew you were a smart girl.”

“You bastard!” Guttural, agonized, her voice had him gauging her reactions much closer now.

“Should I let you go, Kira?” He gentled his voice, placed a soft kiss on her shoulder and stared back at her. “Are you scared?” he asked, daring her.

Kira swallowed tightly, her breathing rough as she stared back at him, seeing his intent in his gaze. He would have whatever he wanted from her now, or he would walk away and she knew it.

“Should I be scared?” She was terrified.

He wouldn’t hurt her, not physically, but what he would do had the potential to break her later.

“You should be very scared,” he answered. “You’re always holding back. Always keeping a part of yourself safe, aren’t you? That’s why you like the quickies. Why you want to rush to the climax and forget the buildup. What is it about the buildup that frightens you?”

“Boredom,” she snapped in reply. “Who wants to lie restrained while someone else has all the fun?” She rattled the chains again with a furious shake of her wrists.

“You’re scared.”

The certainty in his voice had her breath catching, her eyes locking with his.

“I’m not scared of you,” she denied. She couldn’t afford to let him know just how much her emotions, where he was involved, truly terrified her.

“Prove it.” The slight tug at the corner of his lips, the smug knowing smirk, assured her she had lost this battle.

“Let me go then.”

He shook his head slowly. “You want loose, tell me no . . . This time, you won’t rush this. Before the night is over, Kira, I’ll have all of you, or I’ll have nothing at all.”

He was serious. She could see it in his face, feel it in his body as he arched over her, in the touch of his hand as he laid it possessively against her stomach before sliding it between her thighs.

“You’re wet, Kira. So wet and hot.”

Her eyes closed as his fingers slid through the slick cream that flowed from her, tantalizing her with the heat of his touch and stroking flesh so violently sensitive she could barely hold her cry back.

“My little control freak,” he said, chuckling. “I bet it was hard to hold that cry back.”

Her eyes flew open, or rather she forced them open as far as possible. She felt drugged, weak, yet the blood was pumping hard and fast through her veins and adrenaline was tightening the breath in her chest.

“Bastard.” It was a moan rather than an accusation because even as he pointed out the obvious, his fingers were parting the swollen lips of her pussy and pushing heavily inside. “Damn you, Ian.”

His lips came down on hers as the cry left her throat, taking it into himself as he sipped at her lips, placing hard, stinging kisses as two fingers worked inside her, stroking, rubbing, and driving her crazy with the sensations streaking through her.

He wasn’t joking when he said slow and easy. When he said he would have all of her. He kissed her like a man starved for a kiss. His fingers delved inside her, retreated and returned in deliberately sensual thrusts.

She was burning from the inside out. Wild, fiery trails of sensation whipped over her, clenching her pussy around his fingers, driving the breath from her lungs and starting an ache in her clit that she was afraid would drive her over the edge to insanity.

“Damn, you’re beautiful,” his voice whispered across her senses as he broke the kiss, his lips moving from hers to her jaw as he ignored her broken cry.

“Ian, please.” Her hips arched as his fingers retreated again; this time though they didn’t return. They smoothed over her thighs, pressing her legs farther apart as his lips traveled along her neck.

Kira jerked at the restraints on her wrists, her hands itching to feel his flesh beneath them. She gave a whimpering moan as his lips feathered across her nipples. First one, then the other. A teasing, tantalizing touch before he sucked one into his mouth. He laved the tender peak with his tongue, then suckled at it with voracious hunger before continuing on the downward path to her aching pussy.

He couldn’t do this. She couldn’t allow it. His lips were like a brand against her flesh, sweeping over it with dampened trails of fiery pleasure. She could feel the perspiration building on her flesh, the slick heat of her juices flowing from her pussy, preparing her, increasing the hunger rising inside her.

God help her, she needed. She needed him with a desperation born of some dark hunger that she couldn’t explain even within herself.

“Please, Ian. Don’t. Don’t tease.” Her head twisted against the mattress, aching pain building in her chest. She didn’t want to lose this need. This pleasure. She didn’t want it to build inside her, becoming so sharp and agonizing that the need for orgasm was like a living entity inside her. Only to have it evaporate, die, because her mind refused to release that last shred of control.

He hadn’t been the first lover determined to find that inner core inside her. That part of her feminine soul that, once possessed, would never belong to another. He wasn’t the first. He wouldn’t be the last. But he was the most important.

“Poor Kira,” he whispered as he moved between her thighs, wedging into place as he parted her legs further. “Do you want me to stop?”

“This isn’t going to work, Ian,” she gasped as his fingers smoothed over the cream-slickened flesh of her pussy. “You’ll destroy me, but not in the way you believe.”

He would steal her ability to orgasm. It always happened.

“Don’t worry, sweetheart, I’ll take care of you.”

The tone of his voice had her eyes opening, her head tilting to stare down at him in dazed fascination. The savage features of his face were taut, his eyes glowing with heat and his lips swollen with lust. But even more surprising was the understanding and knowledge in his eyes.

“I can’t give you what you want, Ian,” she moaned. “I don’t have it.”

“You have it, Kira.” He pushed her legs farther apart, his head lowering to place a soft, delicate kiss on her clit. “And soon, I’ll have it.”

It was more than a promise, it was a statement of intent. Ian meant to take all of her.

Kira breathed in deeply. There wasn’t enough oxygen. Heat surrounded her, filled her. She felt like the core of a burning sun, waiting to explode but expecting instead the freezing chill of diluted pleasure.

Ian chuckled again, his fingers parting the swollen folds of her sex, his head lowering.

Kira’s cry shook her. It tore from her chest, ripped from her throat as he placed his lips over her throbbing clit and kissed it deeply. A kiss. It wasn’t suckling pressure, or the rapid flicks of his tongue. It was a purse-lipped kiss that shocked the little bundle of nerves and had it rioting in desperation.

She needed to get closer to that kiss. Her hands clenched around the slender chain of the wrist restraints as her heels dug into the bed and she tried to lift closer, to drive her clit deeper between his lips.

She could feel the sweat beading on her skin now, small rivulets running down her forehead, along her stomach. She was burning alive, desperate. She jerked at the restraint, whimpering cries pouring from her as Ian’s lips, tongue, and suckling mouth whipped her into a frenzy of hunger.

It was building. Blazing. She had never needed anything as desperately as she needed Ian now.

“There you go, baby,” he crooned huskily, his breath feathering over the ultrasensitive flesh between her thighs. “Just let it feel good.”

He kissed again. Firm little kisses. Whispery deeper kisses. He sucked at the swollen folds, each kiss, each lick, each rumbled growl against her flesh growing hungrier.

She should have lost the desire to come three screams ago. Instead, it was building, her cries growing more pathetically pleading. She was begging him for release. She could hear the words, feel the pleas ripping through her body as lust, passion, and emotion began to flame higher and hotter inside her.

“Ian. Now.” She arched, fighting the hold he had on her hips. “It’s killing me. Please.”

Her pussy clenched, spilled more of her juices as his tongue suddenly plunged inside it. But it wasn’t enough.

She twisted in his grip as his tongue stroked, licked. Her back arched, her fingers tightened on the chains, and she fought for climax. It was so close. Right there. Waiting on her.

“Damn you, Ian.” Her head thrashed on the bed. She tried to trap him in place by tightening her thighs against his head.

Firm hands held her thighs wide, her arching hips angled the entrance to her pussy to his hungry mouth, and he consumed her.

“Fuck!” The rough, snarling groan into the swollen, desperate flesh had her shuddering, struggling. “Sweet Kira. Your pussy is sweet. Hot.”

She twisted, fought for a deeper touch.

“What do you want, Kira?”

“Now,” she moaned. “I want you now.”

“What do you want now, baby?” he crooned, his guttural voice rougher, deeper than ever. “Come on, tell me what you want.”

“Take me, Ian.” Desperation laced her cry. “Now. Please.”

“What am I taking? Tell me what you want me to take.” He breathed the words over her clit, striking shards of sensation through it as she fought to breathe through the additional pleasure. Agonizing pleasure. A pleasure so intense, so overwhelming, it unraveled her to her soul.

“Me,” she cried out. “Take me.”

“All of you, Kira?” He asked the question, his lips formed the words and stroked over her clit, ricocheted through her womb. “Which part of you? Just this sweet pussy? Or is there more of you?”

Was there more of her? Did she need more? Did she want more?

“Don’t stop.” She forced her eyes open, staring down her body as he rose between her thighs, her hips lifting, her voice beseeching as his lips touched her stomach before he rose to his knees. “Please don’t stop.”

“What part of you belongs to me, Kira?” He came over her, one hand framing her face as his lips touched hers, his gaze holding hers. “What part of you do I take?”

She needed more. More than she had ever needed before.

“All of me.” She felt the first tear fall. “Take all of me.”

Kira felt the defenses she had worked all her life to build unravel inside her as Ian took her lips in a kiss that burned through her like white-hot flames.

She was lost in him. Out of control. Undulating beneath his heavier, sweat-dampened body, she fought for skin-on-skin contact. The feel of his chest hair rasping her nipples, his hard abdomen pressing against hers. Powerful thighs holding her legs apart, the broad head of his cock tucked against the swollen folds of her pussy.

So close. She could feel the hard, throbbing crest against her sensitive flesh. The heat of it drove her insane. The sense of thickness, of iron-hard strength, had her pussy clenching in agonizing hunger.

“Don’t cry.” His eyes burned in his dark face as he leaned to her once again and kissed the tear from her cheek before whispering, “It’s okay, baby. You have all of me too.”

And the last threads broke free. Something tightened then shifted inside her chest.

“I love you.” The words tore from her lips.

She ground her head into the pillow beneath her. Oh God, she hadn’t just said that. Those words hadn’t passed her lips.

“No.” She stared into his surprised gaze, frozen, unable to believe those words, those emotions were tearing from her as she closed her eyes and felt her breath hitch.

Then Ian moved. She felt his erection nudge against her, bury inside her an inch, draw back, then with a hard lunge he was buried full length inside her.

Fear evaporated. There was nothing now but the pleasure and the emotions. They merged, whipped inside her, and drew her to a peak of pleasure she hadn’t imagined possible.

“Look at me.” He stilled inside her. Buried to the hilt, thick and hard, throbbing inside her. “Look at me, Kira.”

“Don’t. Don’t do this.” She shook her head. “Finish it. Finish it, Ian.”

She couldn’t handle it. Sensation exploded through her. The ripples of exquisite pleasure were too much. Not quite ecstasy, but so close to ecstasy. And it was only building. Rising and burning.

“Look at me, Kira.” He held her hips still as she fought to move. “Look at me, baby.”

His voice was tortured, hoarse. Kira forced her eyes open and stared into the dark fire of his eyes.

“Take me now,” he snarled, his expression hard, savage. “Take all of me now.”

He withdrew slowly, his cock pulling free of her as Kira gasped at the loss of sensation.

She watched his face now. She had lost her control, lost the ability to hold any part of herself back. And he was losing his now. She could see it. In the racking shudder that flexed the muscles of his chest, the slight tremor in his hands as he jerked a condom from the nightstand by the bed, tore the foil package open and quickly sheathed himself.

His expression twisted as her hips lifted and she managed to drag the engorged cock head over the folds of her sex. She was dying for it. Dying for him. More of him. Now.

Thick, pulsing, his erection pushed inside her once again.

She could barely hold her eyes open, but she needed to watch him. Watch him because he refused to release her gaze. And she couldn’t break it, no more than he could break the hold she had on him.

“I need . . .” She swallowed before biting her lip, her lashes drifting lower as he began to move inside her again. Slow and deep.

“I know what you need.” His voice was rougher now. Harder.

Kira stared up at him, dazed, awash in a pleasure so deep, so intense, that she wanted it to last forever. She needed it to last forever. To never end.

Perspiration coated her body, sweat beaded on his forehead, ran in rivulets down the side of his face and the broad planes of his chest. She tracked the trails of moisture. Watched them run down his neck, his chest, to his hard abdomen and below.

Her gaze was caught by the below. The sight of his cock moving out of her, glistening slick and wet with her juices, the heavy veins prominent and throbbing before he pushed inside her again.

“Do you like seeing that, Kira?” His voice was strained. “Watching my dick take you? Do you know what it feels like? Like a white-hot vise wrapped around me, clenched on me.”

The muscles of his thighs clenched as he retreated, sweat beading on the dark flesh as more of her cream flooded her pussy. She felt it as he pushed inside her, saw it as he retreated.

She lifted her eyes to his once again. She was lost in him. It was too late to hide, too late to control.

“I love you.” The cry tore from her, the emotions taking her as hard, as desperately, as he was suddenly taking her.

His jaw was tight, his teeth gritting. And he was the one holding back. She was a part of him and he was sinking into her soul as surely as he was sinking into her body.

“I love you.” Her eyes closed as the words tore from her one last time before the explosions of primal, agonizing pleasure began tearing through her.

She arched, bucked, the ecstasy too much to be borne, the intensity riding so sharply inside her that she felt it cut into her soul.

Ian snarled her name as he came over her, his hips moving hard and fast as he fucked her with maddening hunger. Rapture was a continuous explosion inside her now. Pleasure rode pain and for the first time in her life Kira knew what it meant to be touched to the soul as Ian gave one final, desperate thrust, stilled, his cock throbbing and pulsing, his release shuddering through his body as his arms moved beneath her to hold her to him.

He cradled her as the spasming tissue of her pussy held him. Tight. Gripping. His arms tightened around her, his head was buried in the pillow by her head, and he held her as though he would never let her go.
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DAWN WAS EDGING OVER THE horizon as Ian stood on the balcony, coffee in hand, staring out at the land that surrounded the villa.

Unlike the Fuentes estate in Colombia, the villa and its grounds weren’t surrounded by mountains and jungles. The terrain was flatter, with only a slight rise of hills around it spotted with massive boulders.

The balcony wasn’t the most secure place to take his coffee, or to sit and reflect on things he would have been better prepared to deal with once this mission was over. But those thoughts refused to be extinguished. And they centered on the woman now sleeping the sleep of the exhausted in his bed.

He hadn’t expected her to say she loved him. Of all the things he had expected when he broke down Kira’s barriers, it hadn’t been that commitment.

He ran his hand over his stubbled jaw before sipping at the coffee again and staring at the huge boulders and sheltering trees on the rise across from him.

It wasn’t that he couldn’t feel the eyes watching him, it was that he was beginning to accept that they were there. And he had bigger problems than the knowledge that Durango team was out there. Kira was a much bigger problem. She had lost her objectivity, and in a woman, that could be fatal. She wouldn’t care about her own life from this point on, he knew that about her. If it came to saving him or watching him die to complete the mission, she would give her life for him.

He should have had her tied, gagged, and shipped to a secure location until this was finished. He could have gone on as he was, risking no life or soul but his own, and finished the mission, one way or the other. His life or Sorrell’s and Diego’s. He had made that vow to himself when they had rescued Nathan eight months before. When he had seen the shape his friend had been in, and had known his father was responsible.

He had promised Nathan their heads, and he fully intended to carry that promise out, no matter what. Even his life. But not at the cost of Kira’s.

He lowered his head and ran his fingers through his hair before staring at the rise once again. She was too important. He had known that the moment he realized she was covering his ass in that warehouse. Hell, he had known it eight months before in Atlanta during the operation to protect Kell Krieger’s woman.

He was screwed.

He flipped up the secure sat phone he held in his hand and keyed in Macey’s number.

“Fuck-tard.” Macey’s voice came over the line, savagely quiet. “’Bout time you called.”

“I have a shipment that needs to go out,” he said firmly, closing his eyes at the thought of sending Kira away. “Are you available?”

“If it’s raven-haired with a marksman rating, then you can fuck yourself,” Macey growled. “I’m not touching that one.”

That wasn’t relief he was feeling.

“Why are you here then?” he asked. “Take the shot if that’s what this is all about. Save us the trouble later.”

Ian leaned back in the chair and opened himself to any shot anyone might want to take. He couldn’t be certain why Durango team was there, but if this was all they wanted, then screw it. He was tired of the blood and the death, and he was tired of regret. SEALs didn’t forgive betrayal from one of their own. And Ian didn’t blame them.

“Killer Secrets.” Macey reminded him of the code word he had given Kira. “And we got your message via Kira. Tell me, Ian, what part of friends don’t you understand? Do you think I’m going to snipe your stupid ass while you’re sipping your morning coffee and your woman is standing in the door watching you as though her heart were broken?”

Ian turned his head.

Whatever expression Kira may have had on her face cleared instantly, but her eyes were still somber, questioning.

“Hang for the commander,” Macey announced.

“Lieutenant Richards, I’m going to kick your ass to hell and back when this is over.” Reno came over the line, his quiet voice echoing with anger. “Where do we meet and when?”

“No meet.” Ian lowered his voice further, never breaking Kira’s gaze. “No chance.”

“Unacceptable,” Reno informed him coldly. “Take your woman on a ride. You know our location.”

The connection broke.

Ian blew out a breath roughly as he shook his head. That was a meet he wasn’t about to make. There were too many eyes watching, too many ways he could compromise what he was doing.

He stared out at the rock outcropping once again.

“No chance in getting rid of you, is there?” He sighed.

“Not on a bet.” Her voice was somber.

“It would kill me if anything happened to you.” He admitted that, and even more privately, he realized it would destroy what was left of his soul. And there wasn’t a whole lot of that left.

“I won’t walk away, Ian. I won’t be forced away. If you wanted to try that, then you should have done it before last night.”

Hell yes, he should have.

“Ian, I’m not an innocent bystander here,” she continued as she moved to him.

She took the coffee cup from his hand and set it on the small table at his side before sliding onto his lap. She wore one of his silk shirts. The material slid over his flesh, warmed by her skin and carrying her scent now.

He couldn’t help but surround her with his arms and hold her close to his chest.

“I’m well trained,” she whispered in his ear. “I’m fully qualified to walk by your side, don’t pretend otherwise.”

He cupped her head and held it to his shoulder, bending his head to her, his lips close to hers, his gaze holding hers as he spoke.

“If I lost you here, it would destroy what’s left of my soul.”

“And if I walked away from you, it would destroy what was left of me,” she answered. “We’ve been playing a cat-and-mouse game for years now. It’s time to stop. Here and now. I’m your equal in everything but physical strength and you know it. Don’t push me away because you’re too much of a chauvinist to work with me.”

It wasn’t just chauvinism. It was the certainty that losing her would kill him.

“You’ll be crucified in the tabloids,” he told her.

“Got the T-shirt.” She grinned back at him.

His lips quirked. Yes, she did. She had been in the tabloids for years, either for the scrapes she had purposely managed to get into, or for the charities she and her uncle backed. She was controversial, flamboyant, and one of the government’s most covert contract operatives. She was damned scary.

He lifted his head and pressed his lips to her forehead as he let his eyes drift closed, allowing himself to enjoy holding her in his arms, feeling her warm and sweet against him. Just a little while longer.

“We need to shower.” He opened his eyes and stared into the clear, blue sky beyond the balcony. “I have to deal with what happened yesterday.”

“You’re going after them? Do you know who they are?”

He nodded again. He knew who they were. The information had been waiting in his in-box when he rose that morning.

“Sorrell’s men,” he answered her. “I received news he was in Aruba this morning. Apparently, he’s been here for a while.”

She nodded against his shoulder. “Are we going for intel or blood?”

“We’re not going for either,” he said. “I’m sending in a small team of Fuentes soldiers to capture Sorrell’s contact as well as the two men in the boat yesterday. They left an hour ago. I just have to wait on the call now.”

It was coming to a head slowly. He had managed to foul every attempt Sorrell had made to kidnap or kill him. All that was left was to draw the terrorist into a meeting. Once he identified him, Ian could take him out.

It was a waiting game, and Ian had once believed he had the patience for it. Patience had never been a problem until now. Until Kira had walked into his life once more.

“Are you going to make contact?” Kira asked then, and Ian knew who she was talking about.

Durango team. He looked up at the rise again and sighed wearily. Reno would be pissed when Ian and Kira didn’t show up as he ordered. But hell, what could his former commander expect? Reno had no business here. His wife was just out of the hospital with their newborn child; he should have been in the States attending to his family, not out trying to cover for someone whose main objective had been to keep the team as far from this as possible.

Diego Fuentes loved playing with the men assigned to that team. He considered it his personal duty to see just how far he could push each man until he broke. He had nearly broken Nathan. If Fuentes had succeeded in his past plots he would have killed the commander’s sister and a senator’s daughter; both women were tied intimately to two of the SEALs on that team.

He shook his head in response to her question. “It’s almost over. There’s nothing they can do to help at this point.”

“They can cover your back.”

“They can get in my way.” He lifted her from his lap, collected his coffee cup, and drew her back into the bedroom.

Closing the door and locking it, he moved to the bureau, flipped the security protocols to active then turned back to her.

“When this hits, Kira, it’s going to hit fast. I have to be certain where your loyalties lie.”

“In what regard?” Long black hair flowed over her shoulder as she regarded him warily now.

“Sorrell will die.” Nothing else was acceptable. “If you can’t handle that, then get out now. Don’t come between me and this mission.”

“Your mission is to kill him?” she asked soberly, her expression concerned. “I would think DHS would need the intel he could provide?”

“He dies, Kira. I don’t give a fuck what DHS needs or what they want. So you decide now exactly who has your loyalty. Me or DHS.”

He had her loyalty. He knew it, she knew it, but he wanted to hear it. He wanted her to feel it.

She licked her soft pink lips, her blue-ringed gray eyes flickering in acknowledgment of the power play.

“You have my loyalty, Ian,” she finally whispered. “But don’t make the mistake of abusing it. I’m not your puppet and I won’t be used as one.”

“I didn’t ask for a puppet.” He stepped to her, pulling her into his arms as he hid the grimace that contorted his features. “We can’t let him live, Kira. Even for the intel. He has too many ties, too many spies. I won’t risk his escape. I won’t risk Nathan or his wife, even for the information.”

The shadows of the past washed over him. For a moment, just a moment, he was a child again, screaming in agony through an empty Texas night as his mother lay in his arms, near death. He had screamed until his voice broke, until he couldn’t scream anymore. Until hope had leached from his body with the same burning pain that his mother’s blood wept from hers.

Out of the night came a child and his father. The boy who had heard his screams and awakened his family. Nathan had saved his life and the life of his mother. Ian hadn’t forgotten that. He wouldn’t forget it.

“How’s he doing?” The question was dragged from him. “He’s holding up?”

“He’s holding up.” He heard in her voice what she refused to voice. The battle Nathan was waging just to live, to survive the operations he had had no choice but to endure and the effects of the whore’s dust that had been pumped into him for so many months.

The synthetic date rape drug in such large amounts should have been fatal. Nathan shouldn’t have survived the first month.

He released her slowly. “We need to shower. I have to check on Deke, and I have a few meetings to attend in Palm Beach. You’ll be by my side. My trophy. Try not to let everyone see just how dangerous you can be for the time being.”

If she was going to work this mission then he was going to use her particular talents effectively. She looked like soft fluff. Delicate. Girly. Femininely arrogant.

“I’ve got your six, bad boy.” Her hands smoothed over the side of his ass and Ian couldn’t help the smile that tugged at his lips.

“More than you know.” A quick kiss to her lips and he turned and headed to the shower. “I’ll get things together while you shower; for now, see if you can contact Daniel. You have a four-minute secure window with the security protocols. Make it fast and tell him to stay the hell out of the way. I’d hate to see him killed because he blindsided me or Deke, Kira. Make sure it doesn’t happen.”

Later, Ian braced his hands against the shower wall and let the warm water flow over him. Control. That was all he needed, just a little more control and he could get through this. It was moving rapidly. The team he had sent in to take Sorrell’s men was one of the best he had brought together from among the cartel soldiers Diego possessed when Ian took over the cartel.

Led by a former Russian militant, the men had training and experience that was on a level with some Special Forces teams Ian knew of. They were quick, effective, and merciless. And Ian had learned that mercy in this world brought nothing but more blood. There was no mercy. There was right of might and nothing more.

He lifted his head to the water, letting it flow over his face as his chest clenched and agony welled inside him. The blood he had shed since coming here would haunt him forever. It didn’t matter that the blood was as vicious and evil as the world itself. He hadn’t killed innocents. It was war, he tried to tell himself. A diseased world and he was weeding out the infection. But that didn’t help anymore. It hadn’t helped since the first night Kira had shown up.

It had sliced into him the night before as the words of love burst from her lips. Love for Kira would mean everything. Whoever or whatever she loved would have one hundred percent of who she was, she would give her life for whoever she loved. And he couldn’t allow that. He had to keep her safe even while allowing her into the mess his life had become.

As his eyes opened, the shower door slid to the side, and she stepped into the steamy atmosphere with him. Her gray eyes were soft, her expression filled with concern, and with love.

He had to touch her. His arms went around her, his hands flattening against her back as he pulled her against his aroused body and took her lips before she could speak.

Whatever Daniel had reported to her, he didn’t want to know. Not yet. First, he had to taste her once more. Fill his senses with her heat and her passion.

One hand slid between her thighs and found her creamy, slick with her own need. That was what he needed. Kira wet and ready for him.

Hands clenching in her buttocks now, he lifted her, feeling slender legs grip his hips as he pressed the painfully thickened flesh of his cock head into the folds of her sex.

No condom. Not this time. She was protected. He knew for damned certain he was safe. And he needed this. Needed to take her naked, with nothing between them, nothing separating their lust.

His head fell back on his shoulders at the intensity of sensation that whipped up his spine. His balls drew tight, his jaw clenched with the need to hold back. He could have spilled himself inside her in that moment as inch by inch she tightened around the impalement, her moans whispering around him as he braced her shoulders against the shower wall.

She was like pure heat. White-hot. Cutting through bitterness and pain to the core of his soul and wrapping around it tighter than her legs were now wrapped around his hips.

Opening his eyes, he tilted his head to lower his lips to hers once again. To sip from the shower-wet curves as he opened her slowly, his cock flexing, throbbing.

“It’s like possessing life,” he whispered against her lips. “And feeling it envelop me. Do you know that, Kira?”

Shock darkened her eyes.

“Do you know what you do to me?” He groaned roughly as he slid in to the hilt and felt her pussy tightening convulsively, milking his flesh.

“What you do to me?” She gasped, her hands tightening on his shoulders. “Oh God, Ian. You make me come apart.”

She was coming apart? He was melting inside. He could feel the heat burning him alive as her head lowered to his chest, her sharp little teeth nipping at his flesh as he began to thrust inside her.

Her pussy was so tight. So hot. It seared his flesh with liquid heat and tightened on it with firm, rhythmic milking motions. The sensations stroked over the sensitive nerve endings of his cock head, rippled through the shaft, and struck his balls with fingers of heat. They drew tight beneath the shaft, ached with the need to come. Her lips scraped over his chest, adding to the pleasure tearing through him. Her hungry moans filled his head, the prick of her nails on his shoulders added to the incredible rapture he could only find in taking her, possessing her.

“Don’t leave me.” He tightened his teeth as the words slipped past his lips, as the emotions tearing through him found voice.

“Never. Oh God, Ian. Never.”

He braced her against the wall, held tight, and pounded inside her. He fucked her like the demon he sometimes felt he had become, starving, demented. And she was his softness. His corner of peace.

His hands tightened on her hips as he felt his release boiling in his balls. Holding on wasn’t an option. Not when she was crying in his ear, her orgasm unraveling around him, flexing on his dick and tearing his control from him.

He continued to thrust, feeling his cum spurt from his cock in hard, pulsing streams as he locked his teeth against his own cry.

Shudders of pleasure exploded through nerve endings and muscles, racking his body with an ecstasy that still amazed him. An ecstasy found only with Kira. A pleasure that went beyond the flesh and filled the soul.

If he lost her, it would kill him.
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WHAT HE WAS AND WHO he had become once he entered Diego Fuentes’s world had begun to merge before Kira’s arrival. Ian had recognized the signs, the lines that had been blurring between what was just and right, and what was expedient. He had been slowly becoming the same sort of monster he was tracking, and he hadn’t realized it until Kira had given him her heart.

What part of him did she hold though?

A week later, he locked himself in his office, pulled up the reports Deke and Trevor had managed to collect, and tried to hide from that question.

Unfortunately, hiding from it changed nothing. She owned him. Heart and soul. The good man, and the man that had become dark, honed by the blood and the evil he had witnessed since accepting the name Fuentes.

He stared at the report and the pictures gained by the interrogation of the two men who had sent the missile exploding into the front of the limo the week before. Tourists, they had at first claimed to be. Nothing more than tourists. They had come in on the yacht Cantrella, rumored to be Sorrell’s favorite seagoing vessel. Just tourists.

Timothy Vangressi and Adrian Hughes were anything but tourists. Once Ian’s lieutenant, Antoli Kovalyov, began questioning them, they had broken easily enough.

He pulled up the video of the interrogation. He didn’t wince at the pain Antoli had dealt out to the two men. The fact that they had held out for over an hour was proof of their training. But Antoli had trained under some of the masterminds of torture. He knew tricks Ian hadn’t witnessed, even within the interrogations he had seen as a SEAL.

“Sorrell will kill us,” Vangressi had finally sobbed, his face bloodied and swollen, although it was nowhere near as sad a shape as his testicles were in. The drugs Antoli had pumped into the other man, and the pain, were too much. “We were to kill him and the girl. If the McClane girl backs him, he’ll have too much power. Too much backing. The girl can’t be allowed to influence him until Sorrell has the operation.” He was slurring his words, gasping for breath as Antoli slowly eased the pressure of the clamps on his testicles and turned down the power to the electrical lead attached to them.

“Who is Sorrell?” Antoli asked, his voice calm, cold.

Vangressi shook his head. “I haven’t seen him. He’s here, on the island, but he only calls. The cell phone is just for his calls.”

“The cell phone you carried?” Antoli could have been discussing the weather.

Vangressi was sobbing. “The cells we carry. Just for contact and orders. That’s all. I swear. We met the Cantrella in Paris and loaded on. We disembarked after it anchored here and slipped ashore under nightfall with the missile launcher and the paperwork to rent the boats. He knew about the meeting that day. Knew the route Fuentes was taking after we arrived. We waited.”

“Who on the Cantrella was your contact?”

“Please,” Vangressi sobbed, pain and fear contorting his handsome features. “Please. He’ll kill me. He’ll kill—” His scream was high-pitched, horrible to hear, as Antoli applied power to the electrical leads, straight to the other man’s balls.

He would have come out of his seat if he hadn’t been strapped to it.

He slumped back a second later, dry heaves racking his body as the power was once again lowered.

“Who was your contact?” Antoli asked again.

“Ascarti,” Vangressi whispered. “Gregor Ascarti. He knows Sorrell. He can identify him.”

A gunshot followed the information. Then another. Both men slumped in their restraints, their gazes dimmed, death instantaneous from the single bullet buried in each brain.

Antoli was highly effective.

As he watched the video, it hadn’t been Vangressi that had filled his mind though, it had been Nathan. The proof of the horrendous torture he had endured during his stay with Fuentes would always scar his mind and his body. There had been no relief, as Vangressi had found. No peace.

Ian pushed his fingers through his hair before rising from his chair and pacing to the bar across the room. Splashing the smooth, expensive whisky he kept on hand into a glass, he turned as a soft knock sounded on the door.

“Yeah?”

The door opened to reveal Diego. As impeccably dressed as ever. White slacks and a white cotton shirt tucked neatly into the waistband. Leather shoes and a gold watch. His black and silver hair was combed back and his patrician features were inquisitive.

“Have you learned much from the interrogation?” he asked as he stepped into the office and closed the door behind him.

“Not enough.” Ian shrugged.

He moved ahead of Diego and casually closed the video before the other man could reach his side.

“If you were not my son, I would have killed you by now.” Diego stared back at him ruthlessly.

“You didn’t let brotherhood stop you, why let fatherhood?” Ian asked as he closed the folders on his desk before looking up once again.

The pain that flashed in Diego’s eyes surprised him. It surprised him even more that he acknowledged it.

“You are amazingly adept at going for the jugular, Ian,” he said quietly, his voice bitter as he sat down in one of the leather chairs placed in front of the desk. “Perhaps in that, you are more like me than I would have wished.”

“Perhaps,” Ian acknowledged, and it didn’t sit well with him, seeing parts of Diego in himself, recognizing that heredity played more of a role in what shaped him than he liked.

His gaze locked with Diego’s as the other man stared back at him intently. Black eyes, bottomless, deep, merciless. Diego Fuentes wasn’t known for his softness or his mercy.

“You do not find pride in being my son, do you, Ian?” he finally asked soberly. “It is a source of disgrace rather than pride. All I have built.” He lifted his hands to encompass the study. “It is as nothing to you, is this not true?”

Ian leaned back in the chair slowly and regarded the cartel lord.

“I’m here,” he finally answered, his voice firm, cool. “As I promised, doing the job I promised.”

“For the lives of your friends who have turned their backs on you and revile you. For women who would spit on you should they have the chance. For this, you are a part of all you have fought against, all your life. With the man whose responsibility it was to protect you and your mother as a child and failed. For this, you reward me by being my son?”

There was sadness in his voice and for a moment, just for a moment, regret flashed through Ian as well. As a child he had dreamed of his father rescuing him and his mother from the hell their lives had become. Always running, always fighting to live, to survive.

Once he had realized who and what his father was, the betrayal he had felt had nearly crushed him.

Diego frowned as he watched him.

“As a young man, I thought I knew all I needed to know of human nature.” He broke the stare they had maintained, blinking at a suspicious moisture in his eyes before glancing down at his still hands as they lay on his lap. “I thought I knew the shades of betrayal and a man’s honor, and how to categorize each.” His gaze lifted then. “I learned I was not nearly so intelligent as I believed. And by the time I learned this lesson, it was too late. Those who could have comforted me, who could have been the family I so long for now, are no more.”

Ian crossed his arms over his chest and flattened his lips at the hidden message there. Had Diego figured out the reason he was there? There wasn’t a chance. He would have been dead had he figured that out.

“There’s a point to all this?” Ian asked him.

Diego shook his head, his eyes drifting closed for a second. “There is a message in all things, Ian. Just remember, the mistakes you make at this moment in time will follow you always. Not just into your nightmares, but into your future, and into your soul. There is no greater pain than the realization that you have destroyed the ties that would maintain you as you age. Those ties are important.”

“Diego, you’re making about as much sense now as Sorrell’s terrorist rhetoric does.” It also struck at the heart of this mission. Diego’s and Sorrell’s heads. He would deliver them personally to Nathan. Payback. Atonement. Monsters didn’t deserve to live, did they?

Diego sighed wearily before a bitter smile pulled at his lips. “You handle the business as though I have retired and have no say in it. You ask for no advice, you prefer I know nothing of the plans you implement. You are aware, are you not, that this is not working?”

They had no choice but to make it work. When the mission was over, the cartel would come down. Ian had made that vow to himself and, silently, to the friends who had always backed him. It would come down, no matter the price.

“I know your fingers are still in there.” Ian glowered back at him. He didn’t need Diego’s fingers there.

“You cannot reform an old lion from striking out at those who threaten his territory,” Diego pointed out. “Those who have died by my hand, those who have suffered, were there to destroy me. I protect only that which is mine.”

An old lion. As though the drugs he sold had no effects, no liabilities. Hell no, he was the candy man selling sweets, that was all, and the big bad SEALs and terrorists just wanted to smack him down.

Son of a bitch, was this how monsters justified their evil? Was this how he had justified the blood he had spilled while he had been here? Defending territory? He could feel the blood staining his hands, hear the wails of the dead in his ears, and fought to remember that they hadn’t been innocents. They had been drug dealers, murderers, rapists, and animals. No more than Diego himself was. No more than his father was. His chest clenched at the involuntary thought.

Ian leaned forward, laying his forearms on the desk, and replied coldly, “Good men die to protect the innocent. You deal in death, Diego. Just as I deal in it now. Don’t try to spray perfume on shit here to make it more presentable. You’re a drug lord. We sell death to children. We prostitute them, we dope them up, and we make a profit from it. Period. We aren’t lions protecting our home. We’re snakes devouring the eggs of humanity.”

Diego blinked back at him as though in surprise. “You have given this much thought, I see. Why then are you here?”

Because he had no choice. Because it was his life or the lives of those who had become his friends, his family. He was one man, alone. They were men with families, with lovers, with something to lose.

“That was the deal, remember?” he reminded Diego mockingly, hiding the fury now. Because now, he did have something to lose. “I save your cartel from Sorrell and you give me what I need to save my friends and take out the spy plaguing us. A simple exchange.”

“With no emotion involved?”

“Goddammit, I took your fucking name.” Ian came out of his chair in a surge of fury. “What the hell do you want from me, Diego?”

“I want you to call me father!” He was out of his seat as well, his own anger unleashed, twisting his expression into a grimace of emotional rage. “I want to know that when Sorrell dies, I will not then have to worry about your knife at my own throat. That I will not have to die by the hand of my son.”

“As your brothers died by your hand?” Ian snarled. “Is that it, Father? Want to make sure the past doesn’t bite your balls off? Son of a bitch!” Ian raked his fingers through his hair before swinging away from the other man.

Diego had paled at the word “father.” Hope had sprung in his eyes like a kid at Christmas, sending an emotional blade ripping through Ian’s soul.

He would not feel mercy for this bastard. He would not regret. He would not let himself ache for things that could never be.

“You . . .” Diego cleared his throat as he paused. “You rarely care or allow my opinion to matter.”

Ian flexed his shoulders, careful to keep his back to the other man.

“It doesn’t matter now.” He felt like grinding his teeth in fury before he turned back to Diego. And saw, once again, the familiar features that he saw in the mirror each morning.

The hair and eye color were different. Ian was slightly taller, but the shape of the face, the curve of the lips, the arch of the brow, they were the same. He took many of his looks after his sire, and other things as well. Things he didn’t want to admit to, didn’t want to face.

Diego’s smile was slightly less bitter, perhaps more hopeful, and Ian hated that. He hated that he would feel that twinge of regret even more.

“What the hell did you come in here for?” Ian snapped. “I have work to do and meetings this evening. I don’t have time for bullshit.”

Diego nodded. “Yes, you are busy building the cartel, its people and its product, as well as protecting it. I am here to tell you that the matter of your micromanagement is not suiting me. You will turn over the new routes to me in the morning and you will begin coordinating with me once again. You are a force to be reckoned with, and I admit this, but I am not so old nor so ineffective that I will allow myself to be pushed out. And there is the small matter of how this will end once Sorrell has been identified. Should you walk away, you will not leave me ignorant of my own world.”

Ian nodded easily. “Agreed.”

Diego would be as dead as Sorrell when this was over, so what would it matter?

Surprise flickered in the other man’s black eyes, surprise, hope, and God help him, a father’s love. Ian hated the fucking emotion more than anything else. Son of a bitch. He didn’t want this. He didn’t want to feel. He didn’t want to regret and God only knew that he didn’t want to risk more than he had come in risking to begin with.

“We will meet in the morning then.” Diego nodded briskly before heading for the door. “Will you and your lovely Miss Porter be taking dinner with me before you leave this evening?” He turned as he gripped the doorknob and faced Ian once again. “I have had the pleasure of speaking to her again this afternoon by the pool. She is an intelligent, beautiful young woman. Not exactly the type of female you have surrounded yourself with on other occasions.”

Ian stared back at him silently. He would no more discuss Kira with this man than he would discuss his mother.

Diego nodded easily, apparently accepting his silence. “I would enjoy your company this evening if you have time,” he finally said. “We need time to know one another, Ian. Time to let the past heal.”

He didn’t wait for a response. He opened the door and let himself out before closing it behind him softly, leaving Ian alone.

He turned and faced the wall, his hands propped on his hips as he inhaled slowly, deeply. He didn’t have time for this. Sorrell would be moving in soon, as soon as Antoli managed to capture Ascarti from the heavily secured yacht still anchored off Aruba’s coast. Even if they couldn’t take him, Sorrell would know his identity was threatened more than ever; he would come to Ian.

Nearly a year of waiting, watching, and it was almost over. He would make certain it was over.

Turning back to the desk, he pulled up the file that contained the pictures they had been taking of the yacht that week. Ascarti was there, as well as over two dozen unidentified suspects. Deke was working through the identifications upstairs while Antoli and Trevor worked on shooting more pictures and uploading them to Ian.

Progress could be counted in phases, Ian reminded himself. This was just a phase of it. Securing his position here, within Diego’s life, within the cartel and its members. When it was over, the cartel would fall like a house of flimsy cards. It would be gone. Washed away like so much dust in the face of a good cleaning. This was just another phase leading to the end, and the emotion, the surging regret for what would never be, would be over once the mission was over. Idealism was a fool’s game here. There was nothing ideal in the world he was fighting within, there was only the end result.

There was only success.

At least, that’s what he told himself. What he tried to convince himself of. The mission mattered. Success mattered. Revenge mattered, and nothing else.

So why the hell did his heart feel like a ragged wound and why did he remember so clearly that bleak night that Nathan and his father had rescued him? Why did he remember screaming for a father that didn’t exist?


 

 

 

Twenty-one

 

 

SHE WAS CALLED THE CHAMELEON in the covert underground she had operated within since her twenties, but that night, Kira had to admit that when it came to hiding who and what they were beneath layers of personality shifts, Ian had her beat.

From the moment he had walked out of the study earlier that day, she had sensed the carefully banked fury just beneath the surface. A fury fueled by the emotions roiling in his liquor-colored eyes. Somehow, Diego had managed to get to him this time in ways he hadn’t before.

Throughout the day, Ian had managed to hide it. He was patronizingly patient with Diego, laughing with his bodyguards, and playing the role of the heir to a major drug cartel to the hilt. But Kira could sense the tension rising inside him and it wasn’t rising from the mission alone. There was something else, something dark, something angry that she couldn’t put her finger on.

His mood continued well into the evening, and as the sun finally began to set, Kira moved to the wide balcony doors that led from the bedroom rather than the sitting room. From here, she could see the upper story of the villa she had leased and the glow of lights in the bedroom Daniel had taken.

This wasn’t the first mission she had taken that her bodyguard wasn’t directly involved. Actually, it would have been odd had he been involved rather than watching from the sidelines, ready to lend assistance should the danger become more than she could handle herself.

As she leaned against the heavy roof support and stared out at the villa, a frown worked at her brow. She could have sworn she glimpsed an additional shadow moving in the room.

She blew out a rough breath and pushed her hand into the pocket of the silk capris she wore, her fingers running over the slender cell phone she carried. She knew Durango team was over there, knew something was brewing, and it was driving her crazy.

Ian refused, point-blank, to meet with his former team, determined to handle this mission as he had begun it. Alone. Except for her.

She had to admit she was a bit surprised that he hadn’t attempted to have her kidnapped and stashed in a safe location until it was over. Or until he was dead.

Dead would be a possibility if the snatches of information she had overheard were true. Ian’s plan was to send a team in to capture Ascarti, the one man suspected of knowing Sorrell’s true identity. Even DHS and the various law enforcement agencies around the world had kept their hands off him. They tried to place agents in close to him, tried to trail him, track him, and eavesdrop on him, but they hadn’t attempted to take him because the fury Sorrell would unleash was just too dangerous. Whoever held Ascarti would feel the full force of the terrorist’s fury. Unless they managed to get Sorrell at the same time.

But who would care if that fury came down on a drug cartel and a deserter from the U.S. Navy? She closed her eyes and swallowed back the nervousness rising inside her. Ian had been steadily pushing Sorrell, challenging him indirectly by the sheer fact that he had managed to derail every attempt the terrorist made against the cartel.

But Ian had gone from defensive to offensive this week when he snatched the two men responsible for firing the missile at the limo. And he had killed them.

Logically, Kira knew he’d had no other choice. Once he snatched the men, he had to send Sorrell a message. That he wasn’t playing. That he meant to protect his own territory. But she had to admit, she hadn’t believed he would do it. How she thought he would handle it, she wasn’t certain, but she saw he was harder, more determined than she had ever believed possible. Determined enough that the risk to Diego Fuentes’s life by his son was greater than she had imagined.

She needed to report that, at least to Daniel. It was her job to ensure that Fuentes lived to fulfill his agreement with the U.S. To send DHS the vital information he obtained regarding terrorists and rumored strikes, while he maintained his hold on the drug business.

DHS wouldn’t arrest him, detain him, or otherwise strike directly against his main base of operations, and neither would the Colombian government. The Fuentes cartel was handled with kid gloves until the drugs left the processing labs; after that, it was fair game.

It was a dirty deal. Ian would never forgive her or his own government once he learned the truth.

She crossed her arms protectively over her breasts and lowered her head, trying to hold back her own guilt and feelings of helplessness.

Hell, Ian had a right to his fury, to his need for blood. He’d had no childhood because of Diego’s bitch of a wife, Carmelita. And Nathan. God, what Fuentes had done to Nathan was nothing short of evil. An evil the United States government was protecting.

Did the end justify the means? She didn’t know anymore. She knew this mission had changed Ian. It had made him harder, made him colder.

“You’re thinking too hard.”

She swung around at the sound of Ian’s quiet voice from the open doorway, her heart tripping in her chest at the softened tone.

She had believed him hard, but she heard something more in his voice now. Almost regret. His expression was in shadow, but she could feel the tension radiating from him.

“Enjoying the night,” she countered with a smile as he moved toward her. “It’s beautiful here.”

“And deadly.” His arms came around her, his hands gripping her hips and turning her once again, until she faced the villa. “Daniel hasn’t left.”

“He won’t leave.” She leaned into him, almost closing her eyes at the warmth and strength that surrounded her. “You knew he wouldn’t.”

“Neither will they,” he murmured at her ear. “Durango team is over there with him, Kira. You and I both know they are. They’re going to get themselves killed if they don’t head out.”

“And you know they won’t,” she said just as softly. “No more than you would if it were one of them involved. You have to meet with them. Work with them.”

She felt his lips against her neck as one hand pulled her hair back from her shoulder.

“This isn’t their fight.” There was something akin to pain in his voice. She wanted to see his face, wanted to read the emotions there, but as she tried to turn, he held her in place. “Look on the roof.” His hand gripped her chin, turned her head until she was staring at the edge of the slanted tile roof. “See, right there where the balcony roof slants away from the side of the house? The shadows are darker there, but there’s the vaguest hint of an even darker shadow. Can you make it out?”

It couldn’t be a human form; the slight glint of the moonlight against the black was too dull, too slender.

“I see it.”

“It’s a special lens Macey has. Sort of like the telescope a sub would use. He’s hiding around the corner there, that telescope trained on us, watching us. Macey gets off on watching.” There was the barest hint of fondness, of laughter, in his voice.

“He’s a pervert,” she agreed, a grin tugging at her lips.

“That too.” He nipped at her ear. “I’ll have to kick his ass for letting you know he’s a pervert.”

Kira snorted. “All you have to do is say hello to that man and you can tell he’s a pervert. He didn’t say a word.”

Ian chuckled. “He has no shame. No modesty. No humility.”

“Sounds like the Macey I know.” She kept her voice as soft as his, barely more than a breath.

“Reno and Clint will be in the house with Daniel. Kell is most likely skulking around the grounds, watching and waiting. Hell, that bastard could be hanging from the balcony and you wouldn’t know it until it was too late. We didn’t call him the Cajun Gator for nothing, you know.”

“What are Reno and Clint doing?” she asked, desperate to hear that affection, that loyalty that she was certain he had no idea he was revealing.

“Reno is plotting.” His arms tightened around her. “Macey is relaying our location, trying to home in with that special mic he has to hear what we’re saying, but the jammer in the bedroom is interfering. I bet he’s pissed over that. Reno’s trying to figure out how to make contact without compromising the team, or me. Clint is going over the information they have, trying to anticipate my next move, figure out where to waylay me. He was at Coronado’s earlier tonight, in disguise, watching for me. He’s probably cussing me. Reno is brooding. Reno can be worrisome when he broods.” Regret shimmered in his voice. “I’ve managed to avoid them. It won’t be sitting well with them.”

She stared at the villa, at the point where Macey was watching with the lens. “You’re going to contact them, aren’t you?”

He nipped her ear, drawing a soft exclamation from her.

“You know he reads lips, you little minx,” he growled before his tongue laved over the little sting.

“Why keep them wondering?”

“Because they’re sticking their noses where they don’t belong.” Anger thickened his voice now. “Reno’s wife, Raven, just had her baby. The boy, Morgan, is no more than a few weeks old. Reno worked his ass off for a three-month leave so he could be there. So he could bond with the boy. Clint’s newly married. Just a few months. He came back from his honeymoon early to head out here. Kell postponed his marriage to Emily, did you know that?”

She shook her head. She hadn’t known they had set a date.

“I better get my invitation.” She frowned. “She promised I could be a bridesmaid.”

“If you live long enough?” His lips pressed against her neck for a long, agonized moment before he pulled away from her.

Kira turned and watched as he leaned a hip against the rail, his arms crossing over his chest as he glared down at her. He wasn’t angry with her. Concerned. He was irritated and just as aware as she was that things would come to a head soon.

“I had Sorrell’s missile boys killed this afternoon.” He sighed wearily. “They’re going after Ascarti before dawn.”

Kira blew out a rough breath. “Ascarti was suspected to know his identity, though there’s never been confirmation of it.”

“I got my confirmation today. A man doesn’t lie when he has a live wire hooked to his balls.” His voice wasn’t hard enough to hide the self-disgust in his tone. “I told Antoli to kill them after he was certain he had all the information he could get. A single shot between the eyes.”

“Did you have any other choice?” He hadn’t, but to hear the anger and the pain in his voice at his decision eased something inside her.

“There are always choices, Kira.” He shook his head at the question. “It was the simplest way to show Sorrell I meant business. Anything else wouldn’t have blipped his little radar.”

“Then you couldn’t do anything else.” She shrugged. “They weren’t men, Ian. They were monsters. They dealt in death daily, it just happened to have finally caught up with them.”

“There is no guilt, don’t fool yourself.” He grunted, his expression tightening now. “Anger perhaps. A lot of it directed at myself. I’ve let this game go on too long. It’s time to finish it.”

“So you’re going to do something that will bring Sorrell out of the woodwork. Ascarti isn’t it. If he was, then someone would have tried it before. Think about this, Ian. I know you want to keep them out of it, but hold off taking Ascarti until you talk to the others. Work with them. If they didn’t have something of value to add to this, they wouldn’t be trying to contact you rather than just watching you. You know this as well as I do.”

He blew out a rough breath. “Macey’s tried to contact me through the secured sat phone for days.”

She could see it in his eyes. He knew they had something, knew they wouldn’t be so insistent unless it were of vital importance. They would have merely watched and waited, backed him however they could.

“I didn’t want them involved in this,” he said then. “I didn’t want you in it.”

“They’re you’re friends. Did you really think you could convince them you had gone rogue? They aren’t stupid, Ian.”

“I wouldn’t be the first that’s stepped out for a life of crime.” He grimaced in disgust. “Happens often.”

“Not to you. You don’t threaten, you defend. They know that. If you wanted to convince them you were all bad and evil then maybe you should have started before the Atlanta operation.”

He grunted at that before he pulled his cell phone from the clip at his waist and hit the programmed button to Antoli’s cell.

Ian didn’t like admitting she was right, she knew that. And he sure as hell didn’t like letting Durango team in on his operation. Not because he was its leader, but because Ian felt the risk was his alone, and no one else’s.

“Delay the grab,” Ian ordered into the phone, his gaze locked with hers, a brooding frown pulling at his brows. “I’ll contact you at dawn with further orders.”

Seconds later he disconnected the call and shook his head wearily.

“We’ll slip over to the villa in two hours,” he told her. “Dress to blend in with the night and I’ll let Deke know that we’ll be out.”

She started to nod. Ian’s hand cupped around her neck, as the opposite arm hooked around her waist and dragged her against his body. His lips came down on her with a hunger that seared her. His tongue drove between her lips, tasted her, then a hungry growl rumbled in his throat as he began to gorge himself on the kiss.

All thoughts of meeting with Durango team or even breathing became overwhelmed by the sheer, fiery pleasure of his touch.

It was always like this. He could steal her mind with a single hungry look and sear her senses with the lightest touch. He was her addiction, and she prayed to God she never had to go without a fix.

“When this is over.” He drew back just enough to speak, then took another, short hungry kiss. “When it’s over, we’ll discuss your habit of poking your nose into my business.”

“Okay,” she agreed readily, as her arms tightened around his neck to bring his lips back to hers.

Another sharp, stinging kiss and he pulled away, staring down at her, his gaze burning into hers, hungry and intense. And angry. She could see the emotions roiling inside him, tearing at him. She could feel them. They whipped in the air around her, burned through her soul.

“What else is going on, Ian?” she asked, lifting her hand to touch his roughened cheek. “What happened with Diego in the study?”

He moved farther away from her, his gaze breaking away as he stared out into the distance, his expression becoming hard, set.

“Nothing happened,” he growled. “We head out in two hours. Make certain you’re ready or I’ll leave you here with Deke.”

“No.” She caught his arm as he turned to go. “Don’t close up on me like this, Ian. Tell me what’s going on.”

His bicep flexed beneath her hold, tightening dangerously as he stared down at her.

“Nothing that applies to this mission,” he informed her, his rough voice bleak, the almost ruined quality of it grating. “Nothing that applies to anything but regret, Kira. And that’s something I can’t deal with right now. We’ll deal with that one when it’s over.”

He pulled from her grasp and moved back to the bedroom as Kira followed him, her heart aching, her need to alleviate his pain, or at least a part of it, thickening her throat.

“We have two hours,” she told him, moving to his back, her hands flattening against it before smoothing around his waist.

She laid her head on his back, feeling the tension growing inside him. “We could spare a few minutes.”

“Do you think a few minutes are all I need with you?” He caught her hands as they trailed to the band of his slacks. “Never enough, Kira.”

“Then a few dozen minutes.” She grinned up at him as he turned, the low lamp on the nightstand shadowing his dark, savagely honed features.

“You don’t want this from me right now.” His hands gripped her arms, his hold tight as the anger came to the surface and burned in his eyes. “Stand back, Kira.”

“Why?” She would be damned if she would stand back. “So you can maintain that cold, hard shield you place so much stock in. Tell me, Ian, doesn’t it ever get lonely in there, all by yourself?”

His lips flattened. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t I?” She smiled back at him mockingly. “You have to do everything alone. The team you have with you, you had no loyalties to before this assignment. They’re not important to you. Nothing in this deal is important to you except the end result. No one or nothing can be used against you, can it, Ian. Even me.”

His face hardened further. “Unfortunately, you can be,” he ground out. “You made certain of it.”

Shock resounded through her, parting her lips at the emotion that gathered in his voice, in his expression. Like a veil lifting to reveal the soul of the man that she had only sensed before. She saw him. Tortured, hungry, aching.

“Damn you,” he suddenly cursed, jerking her to him, his hands pulling at the elastic waist of the silk capris. Material ripped, shredded, the sound of it an erotic hiss as he growled. “I told you. I warned you. You didn’t want me like this.”

“I want you any way I can get you,” Kira gasped, feeling his hand hook in the neckline of her blouse. Buttons scattered and the cloth tore, the shreds pulled from her and tossed aside. “Ian, you keep tearing my clothes.”

“Fuck the clothes.” His lips went to her neck as he lifted her into his arms, dragging her breasts over the material of his shirt as he moved to the bed. “I’ll buy you more.”

He tossed her to the mattress, following quickly, coming over her and stealing her lips in another of those soul-destroying kisses. Hard and deep, his tongue licked through her mouth, his lips moving on hers, slanting over them. The heat of it burned into her brain, the need rose with such violent intensity that she felt buffeted by it.

He didn’t bother to undress. One hand locked her wrists together, holding them over her head, as the other tore at his belt and the clasp of his slacks. The zipper slid down as he used his knees to push her thighs apart, and within seconds, the engorged head of his cock was pressing inside her.

He didn’t take her easy. He didn’t take her slow. With a muttered curse and a desperate growl he forged inside her, pushing through the snug tissue and slick juices until he was seated to the hilt.

Pleasure tore through Kira. Nerve endings fired with brilliant, intense sensation and throbbed with the need for more. Her clit was swollen and desperate, the muscles of her pussy clenched and tightening on his erection.

“Being inside you is like heaven,” he groaned as his head fell to her shoulder, his lips brushing over it in hunger. “Like being surrounded by silken fire.”

His hips flexed, stroking his cock inside her, rubbing the thick crest into nerve endings so sensitive that the friction stole her breath.

“Hold me, Kira.” His voice was so rough, so low, she barely made out the words. “God help me, hold on to me.”

She froze for an instant. Just an instant, long enough to allow the broken emotion in his voice to register in her brain. The need she could feel tightening his body, not just sexual need, something more, something darker and bolder than mere lust. Something he was trying to hide from himself.

Her arms tightened around his neck as one of his hands clasped her hip, the other her wrists. He held his weight from crushing her by one elbow as his hips began to move.

These weren’t deliberate, sensual strokes. They were mindless, primal. It wasn’t just the climax he was reaching for, and the intensity of that primitive hunger tore through her senses. She could feel him. She had never felt another man clear to her soul this way. Had never felt anything that deep.

But it was where he touched her. He fucked into her with desperation, his cock burying inside her repeatedly, stroking the flames of hunger and need higher, hotter. Pleasure fed emotion. Sensation fed need until Kira exploded in orgasm with a power that sent shards of brilliant light exploding behind her eyelids.

“Damn you,” he cursed her, his voice more broken than normal, his body shuddering as he continued to thrust through his own release. A release that spilled inside her rather than a condom, that extended the waves of pleasure racing through her. “Damn you for doing this to me.”

She held on to him tighter, feeling more than his words were saying. Yes, he damned her, and sometimes she damned herself for pushing into his operation. They had each managed to protect their hearts until now. The only difference between them was that Kira was tired of fighting. She belonged to him, and she wouldn’t deny it.

“I love you, Ian.” Gasping, reeling from the pleasure, she made the vow again. “I love you.”

“Damn you.”

She couldn’t help but smile. Sadly. With a sense of hope and an awareness of the danger she had placed them both in. Ian’s emotions were involved now, whether he wanted to admit it or not. Now, they both had a weakness.
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SHE WAS UNDER HIS SKIN, in his soul, and there was no way to get her out. Ian covered her as they slipped from the villa and made their way over the stone fence to the villa Kira had leased for the summer. He made certain her back wasn’t vulnerable, that no one saw her black-clad shadowy form from the house.

He was more concerned with her protection than he was his own. In keeping her safe rather than in advancing the mission as quickly as possible.

Son of a bitch, he had known this would happen. Known she would become so important to him that he wouldn’t see her as an equal, or as a partner. All he saw when he saw her was silken flesh and passionate cries. How she held on to him when he loved her, how she shuddered in release in his arms.

She was breaking his heart and she didn’t even know it. Breaking down shields he had begun erecting in that bleak desert landscape more than twenty years ago, and had strengthened throughout the successive years. Shields that protected him against loss, that stilled the hunger inside him for something more, something deeper than any relationship he had ever had before.

They were crumpling now, shattering beneath each touch, each whispered cry in his ear that she loved him. A part of him gloried in them, the other part fought frantically to rebuild defenses that were already shattered beyond repair. Because all he could think about was life without her. If Sorrell managed to kill her, if he took her, if something happened to take her away from him.

The bleak existence he had known before her would be too dark, too brutal to bear.

After crossing the stone fence they crouched side by side, surveying the darkened landscape carefully. He had ordered the Fuentes guards to stay clear of Kira and her bodyguard, and his orders were normally obeyed to the letter. The blood he had shed in the beginning of his rule of the Fuentes cartel had ensured that.

But every now and then Diego managed to secure a soldier’s loyalty to him instead. He couldn’t be sure they weren’t being watched, but he knew they weren’t being followed. Deke would be watching for spies though, and if they were out there, he would have the report when Ian returned.

“It’s clear,” Kira whispered, turning until her face was directly below his. “He’s pulled Macey and Kell back if they were out here.”

“They were out here,” he murmured. “Kell’s still out here, trust me.”

He stared at her upturned face, the delicate features, her unusually colored eyes, and felt his heart clench again before he looked around carefully.

Now wasn’t the time to become mesmerized by the woman at his side. She was his partner here, she demanded nothing less. He would cover her to the best of his ability, and that meant making certain his senses stayed on alert.

The night vision goggles he wore picked up everything but a sign of human life. Kell was getting better. The last time they had practiced stealth, Ian had been able to track him easily.

“Stay close to the wall,” he ordered. “Move around until we reach the back of the house; there’s enough foliage cover there to keep us in shadow and night vision can’t see through stone.”

She nodded as she bent to a half crouch and began moving carefully along the side of the wall.

Her pert little butt was right below his face and he felt sweat bead his forehead. That particular part of her anatomy had the ability to make his dick swell impossibly hard, despite the release he had experienced less than two hours before.

Shaking his head and turning, he swept the area again, paying particular attention to the top of the wall and the branches of the trees that grew along the side of the estate.

Within minutes they paused directly across from the veranda doors, hidden by the wall at their backs and the staggered landscaping of the yard.

Using hand signals, he directed the route for her, then watched, his weapon held steady in his hand, as she crossed half the distance and ducked behind the huge cement fountain. Pausing, she swept the area before turning back to him and holding her own weapon ready.

Ian moved quickly to her position, then, staying close to her back, pushed her toward the veranda door that had been left open.

Of course the team was expecting them and he had no doubt Kell was covering their back the whole way. He and Macey. Ian could feel it, felt the security and the sense of teamwork that had always followed him on the missions they were assigned to work together.

They moved quickly onto the sheltered veranda, straightened and stepped into the open breakfast room it was attached to.

Handguns held ready at their sides, Ian went in first, moving quickly to the side, bringing up the gun at the sight of the figure standing still, arms held out from his side, as Kira swept in low.

“The house is secure,” Clint informed them, his voice quiet. “Come into the sitting room. Kell and Macey will be in as soon as they sweep for any lagging shadows.”

Ian holstered his weapon slowly then pulled the goggles from his eyes and stared at the man he had called friend eight months before.

He came to attention; the former easy familiarity with his lieutenant commander hadn’t necessitated military protocol in such settings, but for some reason, the gesture of respect triggered intuitively.

“Bastard,” Clint growled. “At fucking ease, Lieutenant. This isn’t a goddamned firing squad.”

It sure as hell felt like one though.

Clint was quiet then, watching them both with brooding intensity as Kira holstered her own weapon and removed her own goggles.

“How long have you been set up here?” Ian asked as Clint turned to lead the way through the house.

“Since the night you installed Kira at Fuentes villa,” Clint answered, his voice biting. “Of course you already know that. You had one of your men watching this place like a gator watches fresh meat.”

Ian’s lips quirked. He would have expected to hear that from Kell, not Clint.

“I assumed you would take the hint when I left you the message to stay out of this.”

“Killer Secrets?” Clint grunted. “Yeah, we were just going to drop off the face of the earth for you, bro. You forget, ‘Killer Secrets’ was for personal endeavors only, not drug cartels.”

“Family ties don’t make it personal then?” Ian snapped.

Goddamn, what the hell had they wanted, a blow-by-blow account of exactly how personal this was to him?

“That about sums it up, Richards,” Clint snarled, turning back to him, anger tightening his features. “Drug cartels and unidentified terrorists do not fucking apply. Remember that.”

Clint was pissed, there was no doubt. Ian pushed his fingers through his hair and shook his head at the thought.

“Son of a bitch, McIntyre,” he cursed. “Why didn’t I just drag all of you in on it, since Diego knows your faces so fucking well. I could have watched him kill you like I watched him kill that little maid. Her brains splattering across the wall before she had time to realize she was dead. Hell yeah, I wouldn’t be dealing with your stubborn ass now if I had.”

Clint rounded on him, his lips flattening, the muscle at his jaw twitching dangerously. Clint wasn’t a man to cross, but Ian had learned to cross the most dangerous of them all. The fury in the other man’s face didn’t have the power it once held.

He met Clint’s anger head-on. No apology. He’d be damned if he’d apologize for any of it.

Clint’s gaze sliced to Kira then. “You’re slacking, Agent Porter. I figured you’d have him in line by now. Teach him a few manners.”

“He’s still a work in progress,” she drawled, the hint of a Southern accent causing Ian’s balls to twitch in hunger despite the tension in the room.

When her fingers slid over his arm, and she aligned herself at his side, something shifted within him. Others stood either in front of him, or behind him; he’d be damned if anyone, man or woman, had ever stood at his side in such a way.

The feeling that swept over him had him fighting to hold back, to keep his damned hands to himself. Instead, his arm slid around her, pulling her to his side, desperate to feel her against him.

Clint’s lips quirked. “Keep working on him, he might have potential. Come on in here, we have some serious shit going down. We were planning a break into Ian’s room tonight. Thankfully, you saved us the trouble.”

Ian’s eyes narrowed as he followed Clint through the villa. If they had been considering a move that potentially dangerous, then the situation had gone beyond serious shit. They knew the operation, that was evident; moving in on him could have fouled the whole thing.

“There were ways to make contact,” Ian reminded him.

“Sure there are,” Clint growled. “Ways that information can be leaked too. From what I understand you’re under a total blackout until this mission is completed. I talked to your stepfather; even he hasn’t heard anything. We weren’t about to rock this little boat by going through channels that could possibly include another nasty little spy belonging to Sorrell. Coming straight to the source. I like that angle.”

Bitterness filled his voice, the same bitterness that had filled all their guts when they realized how effectively the government channels had been infiltrated by Sorrell’s spies.

“I need to get this over with,” Ian informed him. “I have men waiting to grab Ascarti if need be. The opportunity is now or never.”

“Never.” Clint led the way into the sitting room off the more formal living room.

“Ascarti isn’t what you want.” Reno stepped from the shadows of the room, cradling an M-16 as he gazed at Ian quietly. “It’s good to see you again, Ian.”

“Reno.” Ian nodded, then glanced at the weapon in his arms questioningly.

“Security.” Reno shrugged. “Macey and Kell are on their way back in; until then, there are things to protect.”

“There are?” Besides their own sorry asses? But why the hell they thought he was a risk at this point, he wasn’t certain.

“There’s a reason we’ve been busting our asses to contact you for a week, Ian,” Clint snarled. “You have your head up your ass? Since when did you think we’d jeopardize an op?”

“Since the general information that went out on it said I was a deserter and traitor,” Ian snapped back, feeling Kira’s hand rub against his back warningly.

Hell, why did that ease the anger beginning to rise inside him? What the fucking hell kind of hold did she have on him anyway? Whatever it was, it eased the violent tension rising inside him and had the other two men watching him with knowing grins.

“Would you believe I had betrayed my country, Ian?” Reno asked then. “Better yet, would you have believed it of Nathan, no matter the evidence?”

“I built the evidence,” Ian reminded them. “It was pretty damning.”

“A little too damning,” Reno agreed. “I’ll kick your ass for taking me away from my wife and son after we’re finished here. Until then, we have details to attend to.”

Macey and Kell stepped into the room.

“Fucktard,” Macey muttered as he passed him. “Dumb shit. The least you could have done was let us have some fun too.”

Kell chuckled and moved across the room to plop into the heavily cushioned couch that sat along the wall.

“All clear. We have monitors in place as well as motion sensors. We’re safe for the time being.”

“Jammers are in place,” Macey reported. “The villa seems pretty quiet. Old man Fuentes retired to the basement from what I could see. He likes his solitude?” Macey glanced at Ian.

“He likes his playroom down there,” Ian snapped. “And the pretty young woman willing to play with him.”

The others grimaced.

“You’re all here, now what the hell is going on? I put off a grab against Ascarti for what?”

“For me, Lieutenant Richards.”

Ian had his weapon out, swinging around to the shadowed opening that led to another room and the petite young woman that stepped through it.

He recognized her. A regular at some of the clubs in the past few months. Red hair, haunted green eyes, and wariness.

“Tehya?” Surprise colored Kira’s voice as she touched Ian’s arm, indicating that he could holster his weapon.

The others sat and stood comfortably, obviously well aware of her presence before she stepped into the room.

“You know her?” Ian questioned tightly.

“Tehya Talamosi,” she stated. “I’m just not certain why she’s here.”

“It’s good to see you again, Kira.” Tehya nodded almost regally in Kira’s direction. “It’s been a few years.”

“Tehya.”

Ian could feel the tension in Kira’s voice now; she was as off balance as he felt.

“Why is she here?” Ian lowered his weapon carefully. “And it better be good, Reno, because I’m ready to kick all your asses for jeopardizing this mission in this way.”

Tehya’s lips curved with an edge of bitterness. “It wasn’t their fault, Lieutenant Richards. Once they learned why I was here, they really had no other choice. We have a mutual goal, and I can help.”

She couldn’t be more than twenty-two, twenty-three at the most. She was so damned delicate it was hard to picture her as an adult.

“And how can you help?” Ian growled. “Unless you can identify Sorrell for us.”

“I can do better than that. I can bring Sorrell to you. I’m his daughter, you see. There is no better bait on the face of this earth.”

Ian couldn’t believe it. It couldn’t be this simple.

“You can identify him?”

Her lips turned down. “Unfortunately, not his face. If it were that simple I would have made the information available to your terrorist enforcement agencies years ago. I don’t know his face, but I know his voice and I know the single identifying mark he carries. I can give you that much, and you can kill him for me.”

Anticipation rippled through Ian. He felt Kira tense beside him, saw the satisfaction reflected in the other men’s eyes.

This was what they had been waiting for. Years of investigations, of planning. They had heard about the wife and daughter who had escaped Sorrell years before. The wife had turned up dead in Nicaragua, but the daughter was rumored to be a figment of the imagination. An urban legend created by the agents desperate to identify Sorrell.

Sorrell’s twenty-year rise within the underground terrorist community had been subtle. The power shifts had been carried by men working directly beneath him, yet never seeing him. Somehow, Sorrell had managed to finance and build an empire within the white slave market before sliding into terrorism, and he had done it all without ever being identified. There hadn’t even been a strong suspect in the years since his name had popped up. He was an anomaly, a shadow.

“I know Tehya, Ian,” Kira murmured. “I knew she was running from something, I just didn’t know what.”

Tehya’s pert little nose wrinkled as her lips tightened.

“When my mother escaped Sorrell, I was only three. She had me placed in a convent while she continued to run. The good sisters there knew I was in danger. They protected me. It took Sorrell only months to find her and kill her. One of the nuns awakened me one night and we slipped from the convent. It was burned to the ground at dawn that morning with six nuns inside. The coroner’s report stated that at least one of the bodies had been tortured before the convent was burned. I’ve been on the run ever since. Always just a few steps ahead of him, always fighting for survival.”

“So why move against him now?” Ian wasn’t the trusting sort and he didn’t believe in a gift horse.

Teyha sighed before glancing behind her at Reno. “When you deserted and took the reins on the cartel in time to keep Sorrell from taking over I knew it was time. He’s been gaining on me, tracking me. He found the nun who raised me about ten years ago. She had known Sorrell was close to finding us. She put me in the care of a priest that she knew well and did the same thing Mother had done. She kept running. I have no doubt she gave them a reliable description of me before his men murdered her because within months the priest and I were on the run as well. We ran for years before he found someone he thought could protect me better than he. My life has been filled with blood, Lieutenant. After the priest was killed, I ran away from the retired marine he had placed me with. Within months the marine was dead, and I was alone. I’ve been alone since I was seventeen, fighting to stay out of Sorrell’s hands, always aware of the future that awaits me if he catches me. The only way I’ll be safe is if he’s dead.”

As she spoke, her voice thickened with unshed tears, with the horror of the life she had lived. Kira moved from his side and walked to her, her arms going around the younger girl as she stood in the center of that room, her head lifted, her lips trembling, taking on her own slender shoulders responsibility for the lives her father had destroyed.

“She came to Aruba to ask for your help.” Reno stepped forward then. “Macey saw her at Coronado’s several times, watching you, trying to get close to you. Kell caught her trying to slip into the Fuentes estate a week ago. He convinced her to let us cover her until we could form a plan.”

“Why not let her come to me?” Ian snapped.

“Because one of Fuentes’s most trusted soldiers is reporting to Ascarti, Ian. His cousin Muriel. She would have been walking into an ambush if she had entered Diego’s villa.”

Ian froze inside. Muriel was one of the few within the Fuentes organization that Ian had handpicked himself to protect the villa and Diego.

“Do we have proof?” He was aware of Kira’s gaze jerking to him as she slowly released Teyha.

Reno moved to the small table at the side of the room and picked up a file. He handed it to Ian slowly.

In living color the digitally printed photos showed Muriel and Ascarti meeting. The exchange of an envelope and Muriel handing the other man photos. Photos of the inside of the villa and the grounds as well as photos of Ian with various suppliers and transporters.

“Ian.” Kira stepped back to him.

“He’ll be at the villa in the morning with Diego,” Ian said coldly. “We’ll take him then and have Antoli question him.”

“Antoli’s good at what he does. You know he’s a plant from within Russia’s Federal Security Service, don’t you?”

“I’m aware of that.” Ian continued to stare at the photos as he fought against the knowledge that this betrayal by his cousin would be a shock to Diego. Diego discussed everything with Muriel and Saul. And why the fuck he should care, Ian didn’t know.

Antoli had been a very low-level soldier within the Fuentes organization when Ian came in. Ian had promoted him to security not long after recognizing him. He had known Antoli was a plant from the start. The man had been quietly putting together his escape when Ian waylaid him late one night in Colombia just after reading the file Diego had on him. Which was a hell of a lot different from the truth. Just as it appeared Muriel was different from what he had been perceived as.

He pushed his fingers through his hair as he focused on Tehya once again.

“How will you recognize his voice? If you’ve never seen him, if you’ve been on the run all your life, how could you recognize anything about him?”

A bitter smile twisted her lips. “He left me a phone number once. Unfortunately, it’s untraceable. Reno has the number. Sometimes, when I want to remember how much I hate him, I call him. He always answers. And it’s him, trust me. As bad as he wants me back he would never let anyone else answer that phone. He’s assured me, time and again, that he’s my father and he wants only to protect me. It’s Sorrell, Mr. Richards. I remember that voice from my nightmares. As a child, I heard him rape my mother, his voice so calm, so reasonable, and demonic. I’m staking my life on the fact that it is him.”

She was indeed betting her life if what she was saying was true. Ian let his gaze connect with Kira’s, saw the concern in it. She knew Tehya, and evidently, she trusted the other girl.

So young. Twenty-three and yet the haunted pain in her eyes made her appear so much older. He’d lived on gut instinct too long to discount her, but that didn’t mean he trusted her.

“And I have an ace, one he’s unaware I possess.” She stared at him intently then, tears glittering in her wild green eyes.

“What ace would that be?” he asked carefully.

“I carry his birthmark. It resembles a scythe. Sorrell’s personal mark, the same birthmark he carries.”

She turned then, lifted the thin T-shirt she wore, and revealed the mark low in the center of her back, below her hips. In the exact center, perhaps two inches above the cleft of her rear, was the small birthmark resembling the scythe Sorrell used as his own personal mark.

Kira moved her gaze from the mark low on Tehya’s back, to Ian. He hadn’t tightened, hadn’t moved, his expression hadn’t altered in the least, but the tension suddenly emanating from him was electric.

“No one knows about the birthmark,” Ian murmured. There had been no rumors, not so much as a whiff of information regarding it, Kira knew.

“No one knew about this except myself and my mother. She warned me, before she left me with the nun, to never reveal it. To never let anyone know of it. And I never have.”

“Does Sorrell carry the mark in the same area?” Ian asked, moving closer as she stared over her shoulder at him.

Kira watched Ian. He was no longer suspicious; it was as though something had fallen in to place for him, some source of information that only he knew.

Ian bent to sit on his heels, staring at the mark closely.

“We have a chance to get him here, Ian.” Reno spoke softly from the other side of the girl. “She’s willing to help us and we have enough to identify him.”

“He dies,” Ian said, his eyes locked on the mark. “I don’t care how much information he could have.” He rose slowly, straightening to stare at Reno over Tehya’s shoulder. “He doesn’t leave alive.”

“You’ll have to set up protection for her. Something away from the villa,” Kira stated as Tehya pulled the hem of her shirt back into place. “You’ll have to give him visual proof that you have her. You’ll have to threaten to mark her, scar her. If she’s scarred, then her value to him is diminished. Sorrell doesn’t deal in damaged goods. And his daughter would be an asset. An extension of his ability to create perfection.”

“Antoli.” Ian nodded slowly. “We’ll set up a vid, an interrogation of her, make it look good. Give her the appearance of bruising . . .”

“It will only work if you actually bruise her.” Kira shook her head. “Bruising does more than discolor the flesh. To convince Sorrell, you’re going to have to go further.”

“She’s right.” Tehya held Kira’s hand as several male heads shook instinctively. “It won’t be the first time I’ve been bruised. And if your Antoli is as good with interrogation techniques as I’ve heard, then he’ll know how to do it right.”

Courage. The woman had more courage than she should have at her age. To even consider allowing a man as brutal as Antoli to touch her.

Ian let his gaze drift to Kira then. He saw the pain in her eyes, the shadows, and knew she was reliving the loss of her own family to the murderous bastard. She had been ten, but she had escaped the horror Tehya had lived through. Thank God.

“We don’t need to beat her up to convince Sorrell.” Ian shook his head as he turned his gaze back to the small redhead with the wild green eyes. Eyes that saw too much, that knew too much. Eyes that broke Kira’s heart with the pain and rage inside them. “All we need is the visual proof that we have her. He’s chased her this long. Make her accessible and he’ll mess up. He won’t be able to help it. He’ll be desperate to secure her.”

Kira was watching Tehya’s eyes as he said it, saw the terror that flashed inside them. She had courage, but she was smart enough to know what she was getting herself into.

“I’ll do the vid,” he continued. “We’ll take her to a secured safe house, record it, and send it to Ascarti via Colombia,” he mused. “We’ll give him a short timeline. Make him react quickly.”

“He’s not far from Ascarti,” Tehya said then. “Wherever Ascarti is, you’ll find Sorrell close. But if you snatched Ascarti he wouldn’t come running.”

Ian nodded slowly as he turned back to Reno, his eyes narrowed, the air around him pulsing with danger. “What kind of probables have you run?”

“We checked out the names she gave us of those who tried to help her. They were dead. Deaths were by torture. They died hard and likely gave Sorrell everything they knew. It fits with his particular MO. Evidence we’ve gathered about his network suggests it was his personal handiwork. No one knows torture in his organization as well as he does. We know he’s indeed French, Tehya’s mother was of French descent. Reports on her death suggest that she hadn’t been in Nicaragua more than a few weeks when she was snatched from the street. There were a few witness reports, but you know how sketchy local law enforcement is there. It was dropped within hours; only the notification and questioning of witnesses was kept until her body was found.”

“Her name was Francine Taite. She was the daughter of a French industrialist driven to bankruptcy after her kidnapping. They died before my birth. She was kidnapped and sold, according to the information she gave the nuns, though she never gave his name. Thirteen years after her disappearance as a child, she was dumped out of a dark sedan on a dirty street in Nicuragua. She had been raped. Her fingers shattered, the soles of her feet had been burned. She died slowly,” Tehya recited, a frown marring her brow as she seemed to stare off into nothing. “She was tiny, delicate. I remember her crying. I never remember her laughter.”

She seemed to shudder as Kira moved to Ian’s side. His arm went around her naturally, pulling her to his side, feeling the pain that worked through her as Tehya turned to Reno. “I’ll require a weapon. I won’t let him take me, Reno. It stops here. Either he dies, or I do.”

Reno nodded slowly.

“We need to get this together and get moving on it, before Sorrell figures out what’s going on,” Ian said. “If he’s never more than a step or two behind her, then he knows she’s been here watching me. It could be the reason he fired a missile at me rather than a gun on the last attack. Do you have a safe house in mind?”

“Right here.” Reno grinned. “She’s been here since the night Kira moved out. All we need to do is get this vid made and shipped out and wait for the response. We have everything set up. We were just waiting for you.”

“Fucktard,” Macey muttered as an aside.

Kira watched the grin that tugged at Ian’s lips. Evidently tonight wasn’t the first time Ian had heard that particular insult. He stared around at the other men. “First chance I have, I’m telling your women you left them to play on the beaches in Aruba. Fitting punishment, I think, for driving me crazy with that sniper rifle you’ve had trained on me for the last two weeks.”

“Best telescope I own.” Macey snickered. “Felt it, did you?”

“Every time you stroked the trigger, I felt it, Macey,” he growled.

“Should have shot you,” Macey grumbled. “Dumb fuck. You should have let us in on the fun. You’re just plain selfish, Ian. I’ve always said that about you.”

Ian pulled Kira against his side. She felt the warmth of his body, the strength, the steady confidence. “You have no idea. Remember, the next time you train that telescope on Kira, I’ll shove it up your ass.”

Macey winced, but the tension that had filled the room began to dissipate.

For the first time in eight months, Ian felt the camaraderie, the sense of teamwork that he had relied on for so many years.

And in his arms, close to his side, he felt the center of his soul. He had avoided the acknowledgment, tried to deny it, fought to push it away. But as he stared at Tehya Talamosi, and saw a woman alone, fighting to live in the face of a monster, he realized how very similar he had once been to her.

Kira had filled that part of his soul. The part that had been empty and alone. The part that had fought to live even though the danger of the monster had passed. And he prayed that Tehya would find it as well.


 

 

 

Twenty-three

 

 

SHE HAD NEVER IMAGINED WHAT kind of life Tehya had endured.

Kira slipped into Ian’s room from the balcony, barely glancing at Deke as he rose from the chair by the bed as she escaped to the bathroom.

She felt sick inside. She knew Tehya, she had met her in France nearly six years before. They had had coffee as Kira watched a French diplomat sell classified documents to a Russian agent. They had spent the weekend shopping, laughing, and being girls. Two strangers in a strange land, and Kira had never guessed the danger Tehya had been in.

She had suspected her to be a rival agent. For a while Kira had wondered if she were an assassin or part of a kidnapping team. But the other girl, though distant, her eyes often shadowed with pain, had never mentioned anything that Kira could have used to fuel her suspicions.

She had met her again in Afghanistan working with the Red Cross. Again in America, once again working with the Red Cross, just after Hurricane Katrina. She’d had no idea the hell the girl was living through. Damn, she’d had no idea how young she was or what she was searching for.

Safety. Protection from a monster. The identity of the monster. Why hadn’t she put it together?

Kira slammed the bathroom door closed. Why hadn’t she figured out that the kid was in trouble? Hell, she hadn’t even known she was a kid. It was those eyes. Those wild, shattered, haunted eyes. She couldn’t have been more than seventeen the first time Kira had met with her in France. Kira had assumed she was another agent. She had played the game when the girl had sat down at her table, leaned back and smiled and asked if the chair was taken. A very inexperienced agent. But Kira had played the game because all she was there to do was watch and make certain the exchange of information was completed.

God. Damn. Information targeted to Sorrell.

In Afghanistan, Tehya had worked with the Red Cross. The CIA had suspected the terrorist cells there to have ties to Sorrell.

Hurricane Katrina. Sorrell had used the devastation and chaos there to raid several government offices. Kira had tracked two of his men there and coordinated with the small team she had gone in with as they attempted to apprehend them.

Sorrell’s men had not only escaped, but had escaped with classified files regarding several federal investigations into a terrorist network they had uncovered.

Tehya had been there.

The day she was leaving she had spotted the girl outside those offices, staring up at them, her eyes narrowed. As though she had known she was being watched, her gaze had found Kira’s, locked with it, those haunted eyes shadowed and desperate.

And Kira had misread the desperation.

She lowered herself to the small cushioned chair in the corner of the opulent bathroom and pressed her fists into her eyes.

She had just watched that same girl endure being chained to the wall, dressed in nothing but her T-shirt and panties . . .

Terror had flashed in her eyes as Antoli Kovalyov chained her securely before pulling the black mask over his face. He had jerked her head back roughly by her long red hair, cupped her neck in his hands, and stared at the camera.

“We have your daughter, Sorrell.” His hand had left her neck, gripped her hips with enough force to redden the skin, and jerked her around just enough for the camera to pan in on the birthmark. “As you can see, she carries your mark. You want her, you will now deal with Fuentes.”

The camera had panned back to her face. Defiant, her eyes riotous with fear and fury, Tehya had glared at the lens with murderous rage.

God. She was nothing more than a kid. A kid that should have been in college, laughing with her friends, partying too much maybe. Kira fought the monsters in the world so kids like that would be safe, and she hadn’t even noticed a child in danger when she had met her.

The bathroom door opened slowly. She heard it. She knew it was Ian, but she couldn’t lift her head, couldn’t take her fists from her eyes or, God help her, she would cry. And tears wouldn’t help anything. It sure as hell wouldn’t relieve the pain and fear Tehya had experienced.

“It will be over soon and she’ll be safe.” She felt Ian kneel in front of her, one hand pushing her hair over her shoulder as the other cupped her face. “It’s not your fault, Kira. You can’t save the world.”

She sniffed, feeling like a child, like she had felt the morning her uncle had awakened her and told her that her parents were gone. She felt lost. And she felt responsible.

She shook her head.

“When my mother and I were running from Carmelita Fuentes all those years ago, I apologized. I told my mother how sorry I was that she was suffering because of me. That she should contact Diego. Tell him about me, and give me up so she would be free.”

Kira lowered her fists, the first tear falling from her eyes as she glared back at him. “That wasn’t acceptable.”

A small smile tugged at his lips. Lips she loved to kiss, loved to feel on her flesh.

“She said pretty much the same thing. She said we can’t save everyone, but we can damned sure as hell fight to save those we love. And she loved me. She would die for me. She nearly died.” His tobacco gaze darkened, grew fiery. “But she taught me something, Kira. She taught me that we can only do our best. You’ve done your best. Tehya survived, and God willing, she’ll survive this along with the rest of us. But you can only do your best, not beat yourself up because you missed something or someone. It makes you weak. And you can’t afford to be weak right now.”

His fingertips stroked down her cheek as he stared back at her, his rough-hewn face creased into lines of concern as his lips drew her gaze again.

“I should have known.” She shook her head as another tear fell and pain roughened her voice. “It’s in her eyes, it was in her eyes then, and I didn’t pay attention. She was right there in my face and I didn’t see the child she was, or the desperation in her eyes.”

“Did you see it in mine?” he asked her then. “Every time I saw you—”

“You got horny.” She smiled at the thought, her voice husky.

“Hornier than hell,” he agreed. “And desperate to taste you.”

“I saw that.” She sniffed. “I felt it.”

“I looked forward to seeing you. Every time I knew you were close, I looked for you.”

“You’re trying to distract me,” she said, sighing. “You should let me kick myself a while longer.”

“No kicking allowed.” He cupped her face in his hands and drew her forward, his lips moving to the tears that streaked her face, kissing them away, filling her with a warmth, a need, she had only found in Ian’s arms.

“I was married once,” she told him, wondering why the hell that had fallen from her lips.

Ian drew back and stared at her silently for long minutes before nodding slowly. “I know.”

“He left me.” She fought to still the trembling of her lips. “Did you know he left me?”

She was shaking, which really made no sense. It was so long ago. A lifetime ago.

“I knew he filed for the divorce.” He was so tender. He pushed her hair back again, leaned forward and kissed the corner of her trembling lips.

“Because he didn’t know me.” She could barely force the words out. “Because I didn’t let him know me. Didn’t let him know that every time I left town on business for Uncle Jason that I was facing more danger than he could imagine. He couldn’t have handled it. He would have demanded that I stop, and I couldn’t stop.”

He tilted his head and stared at her curiously, waiting, watching, his gaze understanding. She wanted to scream at him, wanted him to understand that she was flawed, that she didn’t always see the things that she should, that she didn’t always do the things she should.

She wanted to warn him that she was betraying him, but if she did, God help her, if she did, he would make certain she didn’t have the chance.

“And you couldn’t handle telling him the truth.” His hands stroked over her shoulders, her upper arms.

“He would have felt betrayed,” she whispered.

He nodded again. “You were his wife, it was his job to stand beside you, Kira. It wasn’t your job to protect him from the truth.”

That was such a male point of view, and one guaranteed to piss her off. She opened her lips to argue when she found his fingers pressed against them.

“It’s instinct,” he said then. “For centuries, it’s been our job to protect our home, our women, and our children. We’re emotional cowards. We don’t talk about our feelings, we’re not comfortable putting our soul into words. So we give of ourselves the only way we know how. We protect. We smother those we love in protection, fight for ways to keep them always safe, even from what we deem as a threat from themselves. It’s in our genes, Kira. Right or wrong. Emotions are harder for a man to voice, strength is much easier for us to show. It’s not an insult, it’s the way men show their emotions for those they love. You can’t change it.”

“I can protect myself.”

“And you shouldn’t have to, no more than Tehya should have had to. She should have been protected, cosseted from the evil of the world, and sheltered from a father’s madness. Instead, she learned to fight, and she learned to survive. Just as you learned from different circumstances. I don’t want to steal your strength. And accepting that you can walk beside me, rather than allowing me to clear your path, isn’t always easy. Men don’t ask their women to walk behind them because they think they’re inferior. They do it because they want to shelter them.”

“Because they love,” she whispered painfully.

Fear slammed inside her now. She jumped to her feet, stumbling to get around him, staring back at him in overwhelming panic as he slowly straightened.

“You don’t love me.” He couldn’t love her. She couldn’t allow it, not yet. It was okay to love him, to know he would walk away from her when this was over because of what she had been sent to do. But not like this. She couldn’t betray his love. Oh God, don’t let him love her.

“I don’t?” he questioned her, his raspy voice stroking over her nerve endings, surging through her with equal parts pleasure and fear.

“No. You don’t.” She pushed her fingers through her hair, clenched the strands at the nape and felt the tension tightening in her body until she wondered if she would break. “You can’t love me. Loving me is stupid, Ian. Just ask my ex-husband. Hell, I’ll even give you his number.”

Because she would have to betray him. Just as she had betrayed her husband by not allowing him to know her alternate life. Now she was betraying Ian by not allowing him to know the agenda DHS had contracted her to see through.

She reached behind her, gripped the doorknob, and pushed the door open as he stepped toward her. “Just ask him. He’ll tell you. Loving me is the worst mistake you could make.”

She watched his expression, watched the glimmer of amusement that lightened his whisky eyes and the emotions that softened the savage features of his face.

He wasn’t drop-dead gorgeous, he was rough, dangerous. The features of his face were too sharp and well defined for handsome. And now, they were even more rugged as he stared back at her, obviously holding back, watching her curiously.

“It’s hard to find a woman who can walk beside a man like me,” he told her softly, stalking her as she backed out of the bathroom. “I’m a prick on a good day, and I have all those male faults that keep telling me I should push you behind me, cover you, shelter you. We’ll never bore each other, Kira.”

She shook her head, her heart lodging in her throat as she fought any idea that what he could feel for her went beyond lust and a need to find solace amid the life he had been living.

Love was for later, she told herself. It wasn’t for now. Not until he knew the truth of her, the truth of what she had been sent to do, and she couldn’t tell him that now.

For the first time in her adult life the woman was overshadowing the Chameleon and she was regretting. Regretting the mission, regretting the woman she had become and the deceit she had learned too well. She was regretting the years she had held back, forcing herself back from Ian, forcing distance between them.

She was learning parts of herself she hadn’t imagined existed. The sensual woman. The hunger and the needs Ian called forth from her. The tenderness. The insight the woman had into the man she had claimed for her own.

She could excuse herself by saying that she was protecting him until hell froze over, but in the end, she knew he would never believe it. A man should never have to face killing his own father, no matter what a monster he might be. And the honor that was so much a part of him would never be able to accept that his own government had held information back from him.

She retreated further, aware that she was shaking her head repeatedly, that some part of her brain was rejecting the thing she wanted the most, that she had dreamed about for so damned long.

Ian’s love.

“Why are you so scared, baby?” His hands flashed from his sides, locked around her wrists, and held her still as he brought his body to hers.

He didn’t drag her into his embrace, he stepped into hers, pressing himself against her as he pulled her arms to the small of her back and surrounded her with his warmth.

She used to hate being restrained. Hated being held, until Ian. Now, it sent a heated response streaking through her as a core of once-unknown femininity came violently to life.

She tugged at his hold, a distant part of her aware of the fact that the struggle wasn’t about being set free. She didn’t want to be free, she wanted to be held tighter, closer. She wanted the world to retreat until nothing mattered but the reality they created with their passion. Until the danger and the deceit swirling around them disappeared and left her free to reach out to the one man who completed her.

“You haven’t answered me, Kira.” His lips lowered to the corner of hers as he arched her against him. “What are you scared of? You can love, but no one can love you?”

“That’s exactly how it works.” She had to force the words past the constriction in her throat.

“Why, Kira?” His lips moved over hers, ignoring them when they parted in hunger, when her tongue stroked across his. “Why can’t anyone love you?”

“Because they don’t know me.” She almost felt lost again, as lost as she had felt when her husband had walked out on her. “I’m the Chameleon. Always changing. How can you love someone like that?”

He lifted his head to stare down at her.

“And yet, always Kira,” he guessed.

Always Kira. Always alone. She had never recovered the feeling of security and sense of balance that she had known before her parents’ deaths. She had lived with the knowledge that her family had died because they had fought against the specter known as Sorrell. Because her father had taken up one lost child’s battle and searched endlessly for her and her abductor.

Her father had been a lawyer, her mother had been a child services representative. When one of her children had gone missing and the trail had led to a white slavery organization, she and her husband had followed that trail.

Sorrell had struck back. He had killed her parents and Jason’s fiancée and it probably hadn’t even blipped on his radar that he had destroyed two more lives in the process. And made two enemies determined to bring him down.

Until Ian, love hadn’t been a part of her life. Neither had true security. She realized, in his arms, she felt safe, she felt warmed. And only now did she realize how frightening that was. Because she could lose him so easily.

“We’ll talk about love when this is over,” she told him desperately. “You’ll see then, you don’t love me. It’s the situation. It’s being in this world, having it wrap around you, smother you. You don’t love me, Ian. You love the normalcy you think I represent. That’s all.”

And she knew better. If any man knew what he was about and who he was, then it was Ian. And he was terrifying her. Shaking her resolve. She couldn’t let him do that.

He chuckled. Clear, warming amusement echoed in the sound as he pulled her tighter against him.

“Psychology isn’t your strong suit, sweetheart.”

“Of course it is. I spent years studying under the best profilers we have on terrorism and their victims. Trust me, I know what I’m talking about.”

Her voice was breathless; her body was filling with arousal. She couldn’t be this close to Ian and not ache for more.

He simply smiled. A slow curling of his lips that sent her senses spiraling with a hunger to taste them, to feel them against her own. It also sent fear ratcheting up inside her. He was staring at her as though he knew her. Knew parts of her that even she didn’t understand.

“I love you, Kira.”

Emotion exploded in her head, in her soul. She was only barely aware of the thin cry that left her lips, of the tears that rolled from her eyes and over her cheeks. Tears he caught with his mouth a second before his lips covered hers.

“Belong to me,” he whispered against her lips a second later. “Right now. Right here. Belong to me.”

Oh God, she would always belong to him.

He released her hands but only an act of God could have pulled her from him then. There was no chance she was going to allow anything else to peel her from his body.

Her arms slid around his neck as his wrapped around her back. His lips were on hers, eatable, so eatable. Like rough velvet, stroking over nerve endings, sending fiery pleasure whipping through her body.

Kira arched in his arms, wishing she could meld a part of him inside her forever. A part she could always hold close to her, some part of him that she would never lose.

“My wild little lover.” He eased back, ignoring her cry of protest. “We’re not going hard and fast this time. Is that how you protect yourself, Kira? Does it have to be hard and fast so you can hold on to those reserves of control you keep in such supply?”

“My control?” she gasped, forcing her eyes open as she felt his hands move to the hem of her black shirt. “You’re the one with too much control.”

“Let’s see about that,” he suggested, his rough voice and confident smile causing her to moan at the implications of his dare.

“That’s not fair,” she gasped. “We both know you can hold out longer. I want to break. You don’t.”

He chuckled again. “Is that how you see it, Kira? That hard and fast means you’ve managed to break my control rather than me breaking yours?”

“Duh!” She gasped as the black stretchy cotton shirt cleared her breasts. “What else could it mean?”

“It could mean the pleasure is too important to lose,” he suggested as she lifted her arms, allowing him to pull the shirt free of her body before tossing it aside. “It could mean I want to relish rather than devour. Haven’t you ever wanted to relish it, Kira? Savor the pleasure and hold on to it forever?”

He was going to lock her soul to him forever. She could hear it in his voice when he spoke of savoring rather than rushing. He was going to imprint himself not just on her body, but on her very spirit to ensure no part of her ever escaped him.

He thought he loved her, thought he knew her. He thought this pleasure could go beyond deceit.

“No restraints this time,” he warned her as he pulled his own T-shirt from his body and dropped it to the floor.

She should be running, finding an excuse not to do this, not to allow him to lock her to him more than she already was.

Naked from the waist up, Kira watched as he sat in a nearby chair and unlaced his combat boots while staring back at her.

“Take your boots off, Kira,” he told her softly.

She sat on the edge of the bed and braced her ankle on her knee, working at the laces as she watched him, like a puppet without the sense to think for itself.

She licked her lips nervously as they pulled a boot off simultaneously and then shifted to work on the other. Once they were removed he gathered them, along with their shirts, and walked to the closet where he stored them on a rack before turning back to her.

As he stood in the closet doorway, he lifted his hands to the belt cinching his waist, then the closure of the black mission pants he wore. Kira got to her feet, imitating his actions, removing her pants as he watched her, her breathing escalating, moving hard and fast through her lungs.

She couldn’t seem to draw in enough oxygen. Couldn’t seem to shake free of the hypnotic arousal tearing through her.

“Maybe we should sleep for a while,” she suggested breathlessly, knowing better but helpless against the need to find an escape, any escape, from what she knew was coming.

At least a delay. A delay would be nice.

“If that’s what you want, the couch in the sitting room should suit you.”

He peeled the pants from his muscular legs and any thought of sleep flew out of her mind. As he straightened, his erection pointed out from his body, wide and hard, the engorged crest dark and throbbing with lust.

She felt her pussy clench at the sight, become slick and hot at the need to be filled, taken. To be possessed as only Ian could possess her. As though he were the other part of her, separate but created to fit her exactly.

As she watched, his fingers curved around the thick stalk, stroking, tightening as he felt her eyes on him.

She became increasingly aware of the juices gathering on her pussy lips, knew that in the low light of the room the moisture would be shimmering on the bare, hairless flesh. And that was where his gaze was directed. She could feel it. It made her wetter, even as she felt her breasts swelling, her nipples becoming impossibly harder.

Licking her lips, she slid one hand over her stomach, her fingers dipping down as it slid lower and her eyes moved to his face.

He was watching, a grimace contorting his face, as she slid her fingers over the sensitive flesh between her thighs. Her breath caught at the pleasure. One fingertip raked over her clit, sending hard, brilliant streaks of fire burning over her nerve endings.

“Beautiful,” he groaned. “Part your lips for me. Let me see how hard your clit is. How swollen.”

She separated the folds of flesh with two fingers while the middle finger circled the torturously hard nub of nerve endings.

Her juices were flowing from her now. She could feel them trickling between the lips, soaking her pussy with the slick excess.

His hand tightened on his cock before loosening his grip. His nostrils flared with lust, as though drawing the scent of her in across the distance separating them.

As she let her fingers push through the thick juices and caress the humid flesh of her pussy, he moved to her. She knew she should act. She should make the first move and push him to the bed rather than standing here, tempting him, teasing him. Instead, her other hand smoothed up her stomach and cupped the swollen mound of her breast.

She was teasing him and she knew it, hoping to tempt him, to break his control.

Kira felt the breath catch in her throat as Ian grabbed her wrist, dragging her fingers from the slick heat of her pussy and lifting her hand. To his mouth.

Oh Lord, she wasn’t going to be able to stand at this rate. He brought her fingers to his mouth and let his tongue lick at one before drawing it in and sucking the moisture from it.

His eyes blazed, his expression tightened, and a groan rumbled in his chest. The feel of his tongue stroking over her fingers was sexier than she could have ever imagined it would be. It shouldn’t have been this erotic. Fingertips weren’t erogenous zones, were they?

Of course they were, but only when Ian was encouraging them to be such.

Kira tipped her head back, feeling her hair stroke down her spine. Another added sensation to lend to the eroticism of the moment. Another blow to her own control.

“Look at me, Kira.” His voice stroked over her nerve endings. Rough, rugged, almost ruined.

She forced her lashes open, feeling the heavy lassitude that pulled at them as arousal grew inside her.

“Do you know how beautiful you are to me? How courageous and strong?” he asked her, his tongue stroking over her fingertips one last time before he placed her hand on his shoulder.

Against her stomach she could feel the hard length and throb of his cock and wanted nothing more than to feel it pounding inside the hungry depths of her pussy.

“I’m just me,” she told him breathlessly with a quick shake of her head.

“Just you,” he agreed, one hand settling on her hip as the other moved up her side to cup the heavy weight of her breast.

“Ian, I don’t know if I can handle this.” She was shaking on the outside, on the inside she was melting, weakening.

“Pleasure?” He smiled down at her, his expression sensual, wicked. “Of course you can, baby. You can handle all the pleasure I have to give you.”

She could die from it, was what she could do.

A startled gasp left her lips as his head lowered, his lips smoothing over a distended nipple.

“I can’t stand up.” Her legs were shaking.

“I can help with that,” he told her, his voice so very considerate, edged with lust and erotic promise.

Insidious eroticism was what it was, because in the next second his lips covered hers, his arms holding her closer, giving her the support of his stronger body. His aroused body. His cock pressing into her belly, throbbing against her sweat-slicked flesh as her nipples were buried in the thatch of chest hair, raking into it, rasping the tender tips.

It wasn’t just a kiss. It was an assault against her control. It was slow and savoring, a melding of lips and tongues, whispered groans and weak cries.

It was her arms wrapping around his neck to hold him closer, her soul devouring the emotional, sensual trails of pleasure to hold for the future. To remember in the event that he walked away and never returned.

“Better?” Ian crooned, his sandpapery voice sending a surge of sensation to strike at her womb.

“Don’t have legs left,” she muttered, trying to recapture his lips, to hold his kiss to her.

His chuckle was followed by a caress of those lips against her neck, to her ear, down to her shoulder.

“I’ll be your legs.” He picked her up and carried her to the bed, laying her along it as he came over her, stealing her lips again, his hands stroking over her breasts, cupping them, his thumbs rasping her nipples as his lips followed.

Kira shook her head desperately. She knew what he meant to do, and she couldn’t bear it. He was imprinting her soul with his touch, with the pleasure only he could give her.

“Ian, please,” she moaned, not that her plea distracted his lips from their course.

Taking stinging kisses from her neck, her collarbone, they arrowed to the tip of a tight, hard nipple, they destroyed any protest she would have further voiced.

“I want all of you tonight,” he told her, staring down at her, his eyes darkening as she bit her lip and shook her head slowly. “All of you, Kira. If I have to let you walk beside me, then I’ll know all of you belongs to me. Every inch of this sweet, hot body, every particle of your heart and soul. You’ll be mine.”

Her fists clenched in the blanket.

“No . . .”

“Fuck you, yes!” Anger flashed in his eyes. “You forced me to accept you being involved in this, now by God, you will accept me.”
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SHE DIDN’T WANT HIS LOVE. The thought was ricocheting through Ian’s head, burning through his own defenses and plain pissing him off.

She loved him. He knew she loved him. He could feel it, see it in her eyes, feel it in every touch of her body, but she didn’t want his love in return.

Why?

He cupped the swollen mound of her breasts, felt the heat of her flesh and saw the flush of arousal that colored it. Her nipple was hard, distended, like a tender pebble against his tongue as she writhed beneath him.

Her eyes were shadowed, riotous with fear and pleasure, and that confused him. She confused him. The mix of vulnerable woman and courageous agent never failed to mesmerize him. She wasn’t hard or embittered. She laughed, and she cared, and she loved, even knowing that those she loved could be taken from her in a second.

He licked at the tender hard flesh of her nipple and sucked it tenderly into his mouth at the thought. She loved him, though he had given her no reason to love. He had tried to push her away, even as he pulled her to him, several times. And she was always there, a part of him, sliding into his soul as though she had always been meant to be there.

Now she was denying him the same place within her, that same security. Damn her. She had made herself imperative within his life, so imperative that he had pushed aside his own prejudices about having a woman within one of his missions and let her in. She was part of the danger he was facing and she couldn’t even enter the part of his soul that he had opened for her?

The hell she couldn’t. She would, one way or the other, give them both what they needed.

“You’re mine,” he whispered against her sweat-slick flesh as he moved from one breast to the other, licking and nibbling, tasting her skin and becoming drunk on it.

“Please, Ian.” Her gasp filled his head, passion and lust, defiance and need, echoing within it.

“Tell me you’re mine.” He licked over the opposite nipple, drew it into his mouth, and nearly shuddered as the taste of sweet female flesh infused his senses.

“I’m yours. I swear. I’m yours.” She arched beneath him, pushing the berry-ripe tip deeper into his mouth.

He gave her what he knew she was aching for. His lips closed snug and tight over the tip of her breast. He sucked it inside, drawing on her, relishing the taste of her as his tongue lashed at her nipple.

Her body drew tight beneath his as she shuddered and trembled in his arms.

“Am I yours too, Kira? Do I belong to you?” He lifted his head, glancing up to see the battle she waged reflected in her sweat-dampened features as her head thrashed back and forth on the bed, denial contorting her features as a cry fell from her lips.

He licked one nipple, then the other. He let his kisses trail from one mound to the valley between her breasts and the journey that led to the sweet, seductive spice of her wet pussy.

He was dying to slide his cock inside the velvet heat of her vagina. To feel her muscles tighten around him, stretching as they took him, accepted him. The way her juices slickened the sweet depths, the way they eased his penetration of her. His possession of her.

Oh yeah, he had her heart, even a part of her soul. But he didn’t have all of her. Not yet. Not yet, but he would have it before the night was finished.

“Ian, don’t torture me. Don’t do this.” Vulnerability, fear, arousal. It all clashed in her voice as the plea had him laying his cheek against the soft mound of her belly and forcing him to breathe in deep, to remember what he was fighting for.

He wouldn’t take from her. He accepted her. Her need to fight for what she believed was right, her need to be here, to see the man that had destroyed her family fall. He accepted those parts of her that refused to allow him to coddle her, to keep her out of danger. He needed her to accept him in turn. To claim him. To demand him.

He needed it, though it made no sense. He knew he loved her, knew she loved him, what did it matter if she was willing to face it at this moment or not?

It did matter. It mattered that he could lose her, that she could lose him, and that vow wouldn’t be between them. That she wouldn’t know how much he had loved her, needed her. Because for whatever reason, she didn’t want to hear the words.

“Do you know what the taste of you does to me?” He nipped at the flesh of her thigh as he made a place between her legs for his shoulders. His hands clamped on her hips to hold her in place even as he ignored her sharp little nails digging into his scalp or how she tugged at the thick strands of his hair.

“Let me touch you,” she cried out. “Let me taste you.”

“Let you love me?” He smiled as he laid his cheek against her thigh, the spicy-sweet smell of her infusing his senses as he stared up at her. “Let me love you, Kira.”

She shuddered, her gray eyes going stormy as she stared at him, pleaded silently with him.

“Let me show you, since you don’t want to hear the words.”

One hand left her hip to trail between her legs. He felt the heated juices against his fingertips and felt his mouth watering to taste them. She was sweeter than syrup, hotter than sunlight, and she burned him to the very core of his being with her passion and her love.

“Ian, you don’t know . . . Don’t know what you’re doing to me.”

“What you did to me?” He parted the sweet flesh, ran his fingers along the narrow slit. “Showing you how I feel? Making you accept that I need as well? Oh yes, Kira. I do know what I’m doing.”

Before she could form an argument or pull harder at his hair, he lowered his head and swirled his tongue around the distended, hardened little clit. Softly pink, throbbing with arousal and glistening with her juices, it drew him like a sensual drug, made him hungry, made him ache to feel it within his mouth.

God, he loved her taste. It exploded against his tongue, filled his mouth with the lightest hint of sugar and fiery spice.

He groaned into her flesh, felt her shudder again and felt an overwhelming pride that he could give her such pleasure. The same pleasure she gave him. The kind that whipped through the soul and bound a man and woman together forever.

That was what it was, chains weaving through silken emotions, ensuring that no matter where they existed, together or apart, that they would always belong.

He had never belonged. Until now.

 

KIRA THRASHED, JERKED, WRITHED BENEATH him but nothing could break the hold he had on her. She pulled at his hair, begged breathlessly, but nothing stopped the destructive strokes of his lips and his tongue or the explosive pleasure of his suckling mouth.

She arched, fighting to get closer even as she fought to hold back the effects of the pleasure.

Oh God, it was so good. His tongue stroked around her clit as his lips sucked at it. When she was close, so close to release, he moved, licked along the shallow slit, sucked the soft folds into his mouth and groaned as her juices fell from her pussy to the caressing fingertips that stroked over the entrance yet never penetrated.

“Am I yours, Kira?” he whispered again.

Oh God, what did it matter? Why did he fucking care? He knew he owned her. He owned her heart and soul, what did it matter if the thought of his love terrified her? She could love him and deal with the loss. She had done that before. Dealt with losing those she loved. But she had never known love. Not like this. If he loved as she did, then it meant she was betraying not just the man, but his soul. She couldn’t handle that. She couldn’t handle knowing he was out there, without her, betrayed, hating her. Even her ex-husband hadn’t hated her by time he walked away. Of course, she had never allowed him to love her either.

She cried out Ian’s name as piercing pinpoints of heated ecstasy exploded around her clit. He pulled the little bud into his mouth once again, stroked it, licked and savored it. He kissed it. Suckling little kisses that were gone before they could push her over the edge.

She tried to tighten her thighs, to hold him in place, but his shoulders were there, stopping her. Each time she tried to distract him, his finger would stroke inside her pussy, just a bit, just enough to force her to still, to ache for more.

“Ian, please. Please.” She panted beneath the caress, ready to cry, to beg, ready to die if he didn’t do something, anything, to ease the sensual pain building inside her.

His finger stroked inside her again, just enough to have her screaming breathlessly for more.

“So soft and hot. So tight and sweet.” He rubbed at the entrance as Kira felt more of her juices coating her flesh.

Kira dug her heels into the bed, her hips arching closer.

“Oh God, Ian.” Weak, desperate, her cry tore from her throat as another finger began to play, lower, along the snug opening to her rear.

“You’ve never been taken here, have you, Kira?” The tip penetrated, just enough, just enough to tug at the nerve-rich area with brutal sensuality.

Her eyes closed. She knew what was coming. She knew . . .

“Ian!” She screamed as his finger penetrated deeper. Just a little bit deeper, then retreated.

His mouth covered her clit as she felt him moving, reaching, the sound of the drawer at the bedside table slamming shut a second later.

She couldn’t place the sounds, only the soul-deep knowledge that if he took her there, he was possessing more than just her body.

She had never been taken anally. Seductive toys during masturbation didn’t count. The fact that each time she had done so her fantasies had revolved around Ian, did matter. The fact that she could feel his fingers, now slick with lubrication, caressing her there, that sure as hell mattered.

“You don’t know what you’re doing,” she moaned. “You don’t understand.”

Pleasure was curling up her spine in frantic fingers of sensation as she felt his finger, slick, warm, ease slowly into the tight entrance of her rear as two fingers eased into the frantic, clenching entrance of her pussy.

Neither penetration was deep, neither should have had the effect it did. Flames burned at her, licking over her flesh, as pleasure streaked through every cell of her body and her breath caught in her throat.

Ian’s lips covered her clit as her legs lifted, arching her hips higher, a foot bracing on his shoulder as the other flexed on the back of his shoulders. She was opening herself to him and she knew it, giving him access, giving him permission.

He groaned against her clit as he slid fingers deeper inside her.

Kira slid her fingers from his hair, the pleasure swamping her as she cupped her breasts, her fingers playing with her nipples, pulling at them, increasing the fiery sensations destroying her.

She was lost in him now. She couldn’t help it. The pleasure was too much to bear, too much to fight. She tilted her hips higher, moaning in ecstasy as his fingers slid deeper inside her. Not deep enough though, not nearly deep enough.

The two fingers slid from her pussy as her own pinched at her nipples, increasing the sensations. His tongue, wicked and hungry, moved between the folds of flesh to flicker over the clenching entrance to her vagina as the finger slid deeper up her rear.

“Ian. God. Please. I can’t stand it. I can’t.” Her feet were braced on both shoulders now, her hips tilted further, easing the penetration of the two fingers sliding slowly inside her rear.

The stretching burn stole her breath. She could feel the fingers easing inside her by slow degrees, penetrating her, preparing her.

“It’s okay, Kira.” He kissed at the folds of her pussy gently, sucked at the flesh and laved it with his tongue. “I’ll take care of you.”

Her head thrashed against the bed. He was killing her.

The fingers in her rear slid deep in the next stroke, his tongue pushed inside the gripping channel of her pussy and Kira knew she was losing the battle.

“Fuck me!” she snarled. “Now!”

“I don’t want to fuck you, Kira. Isn’t there another option?” His voice was grating, his own hunger, his lust, thickening the tone as she cried out, the sound harsh and desperate.

There was only one other option and it wasn’t acceptable. It just wasn’t.

“Then I’ll fuck you,” she groaned. “Please, Ian, I can’t stand this.”

His fingers shifted inside her, stretching her as they scissored apart and caused the flames burning across her flesh to intensify. Perspiration ran in rivulets over her body now, soaking her flesh, dampening her hair, as she tried to hold on to her senses.

His tongue stroked inside her pussy again, his fingers pumped slowly inside her rear. The alternating strokes were killing her, holding her just a breath from orgasm and building the heat beneath her flesh higher.

Pleasure this destructive should be outlawed. It was a pleasure that went beyond the physical, a pleasure that sealed a woman to the man giving it.

“Do you know the high a man gets when he takes his woman here?” His fingers slid inside her rear again, pumped with deep strokes as he spoke against her pussy.

Her head shook desperately.

“It’s better than drugs, Kira. Knowing she’s with him this deep. That more than just her body is involved. Knowing you’re giving me something you’ve never given anyone else. It goes beyond fucking, doesn’t it, baby?”

“No . . .” The desperate moan was a cry, a denial bred from the knowledge that it was something more.

He kissed her pussy, a gentle suckling kiss at her clit as his fingers retreated and he moved over her, lifting her legs, holding them up with one hand at her ankles.

The tip of his cock pressed against the forbidden entrance of her ass. Kira forced her eyes open.

“Do you want me to fuck you?” Somber, filled with pain, his gaze locked with hers. “Is that all you want, Kira?”

Her lips parted, the soul-deep knowledge that it stopped here washing over her. If she denied him this, she was denying more than the possibility that he loved her. She was denying the man he was, and everything she could possibly have later.

Would his love gain acceptance, understanding, of what she was there to do? Would he see that she had come not to betray him, but to protect him against a decision that she knew would eventually destroy him?

She licked her lips, feeling the sensitivity of them even as she felt her anal tissue parting for the tip of the crest pressing into it.

“Love me,” she whispered, almost choking on the pain now. “Please, Ian, please love me.”

Her back bowed, a soundless scream leaving her throat, as she felt the head of his cock lodge inside her ass. Her eyes flared open, locking with his, feeling herself reaching for him, her hands latching onto the thick muscles of his upper arms as she placed her legs on his shoulders and braced his weight on the bed.

“I love you, Kira.” His voice was grating as he began to work his cock inside her. “I love you.”

The intimacy of the act burned through her mind. With each measured thrust, each inch of possession, he claimed more than the untouched entrance he was taking, gave more than the pleasure that surrounded her.

She stared into his eyes and saw a man who loved, perhaps like her, for the first time. A man as wary, as uncertain, as she herself was, but one unwilling to take the chance that if he lost it all in a second, those feelings would be lost as well.

He wanted her acceptance of those feelings. He wanted her to accept his love, just as she gave hers. To see, to feel, to understand.

As he lodged to the hilt inside her rear, stretching her, the pleasure burning up her spine, she stopped fighting his love, as well as her own. She soaked it in instead, took it into her as she took the impalement that had always been taboo with any other man.

“Perfect.” He grimaced as he held still inside her, each throb of his cock echoing through her nerve endings as she felt the waves of undiluted sensation beginning to gather inside her.

She was so aroused, so hot, that the juices falling from her pussy eased along the crease beyond her vagina and coated the area he was penetrating, further slickening it when added to the lubrication he had used.

When his hips began to move, thrusting inside her, it blinded her with the brilliant arcs of light that began to cascade around her.

Sweet Lord, it was so good. She had never known pleasure like this. Had never felt taken so thoroughly. With each plunge of his cock inside her ass, her cries grew more desperate, her need for release more imperative. It was building, stroking inside her, overwhelming her.

“Ian!” She screamed his name, or tried to, fought to.

“Soon,” he rasped. “Soon, Kira.”

“Now. Oh God, let me come now. Please God, Ian, I can’t stand—”

Her pussy spasmed, clenching hungrily as her clit throbbed painfully. Just one stroke, that was all she needed.

Desperately she moved one of his powerful hands, pushing it between her thighs as he levered back on his knees, still buried inside her, still thrusting. As her fingers neared her clit, he beat her to it. His hand turned palm up, two fingers plunged inside her pussy, the edge of his palm rasped her clit.

His hips moved harder, faster. The strokes inside her ass burned with brilliant pleasure. Hard, desperate thrusts that powered inside her, fingers in her vagina, stretching her, his cock buried in her ass, burning her.

The release, when it came, destroyed her, remade her. She screamed his name, vowed her love, her voice torn and nearly as unrecognizable as his. His vows, his love, poured over her with the same fierce, heated power that his release poured into her.

Hard, heated jets of semen filled her ass. Her pussy clamped around his fingers, her clit exploded against the pad of his palm. She was coming, dying around him, crying out his name as her soul opened and accepted his.

“I love you, Kira. God help us both, I love you.”

He collapsed over her, sweat coating them both, melding them together as their ragged breaths filled the bedroom.

Kira felt her eyes grow heavy, her body languorous. Even as he pulled from her and eased his weight from her body, she couldn’t seem to move.

She needed to get up, maybe shower. Instead she let her eyes close and felt herself slip into sleep.

 

IAN CLEANED HER WITH A damp cloth. With another he wiped away the drying sweat. Starting at her forehead and working his way down, a smile tugging at his lips as she shivered softly.

He dried her, pulled back the blankets, and tucked her beneath them as the first full rays of the sun speared through the slats of the shades over the balcony doors.

He’d been up more than twenty-four hours, but hell, so had she. He needed just a few hours’ sleep, to recharge before he forced Sorrell into the confrontation that was coming.

He should go downstairs, meet with Diego and fill him in. He wanted him in on this, didn’t he? Both of them in the same place. It would be like leading the lamb to the slaughter.

Later, he told himself, ignoring the warning little cringe that tightened his guts at the thought. Diego was no lamb. He had made his own choices and those choices had led him here, to this final confrontation.

He brushed the hair back from Kira’s face as he slid beneath the sheets with her. She turned into his arms naturally, for the first time seeking him in her sleep rather than maintaining distance between them.

He kissed her lips softly, because he couldn’t help himself. She had given him something he had never known before, the chance to love someone who knew the fires he walked within.

She wouldn’t be pacing the floor and crying while he was on a mission. Hell, he’d probably be the one pacing the floor and cursing whenever she wasn’t within sight. Because he knew her.

He frowned at that. Something would have to change after this. Neither of them would be able to go back to their old lives. Their old lives wouldn’t exist now. Neither of them were the same people they had been when this operation began.

He smiled though, realizing there was no regret in the thought. There were other ways. There were always other ways, other jobs, and damned if he wouldn’t be ready for a change, if they survived this.

If they came out of it alive.

His arms tightened around her as he sent up a prayer. Just protect her, he thought. Nothing more. Nothing for him, because that would be selfish. He never prayed for his own survival, but now he prayed for Kira’s.
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HE SLEPT THREE HOURS; HE thought Kira would sleep longer. Ian slipped from the bed and made his way to the shower, mentally and emotionally preparing himself for the next few hours.

He would spill blood today, and he would spill it again before the night was over. As he stepped beneath the shower’s spray he braced his hands on the wall, leaned his head into it, and breathed in roughly.

He hadn’t lost enough sleep yet to weaken him, and he’d make certain once this morning was over to find an hour for a nap. He’d learned to sleep where he could, when he could, if it meant only a few minutes propped against a wall. Or a few hours curled around Kira.

His arms ached to return to the position he had awakened in. Clenched to hold her against him.

Hell, he was dangerous to himself in this shape. This was a mission, not an excuse to screw his head up. Or his soul. But that was exactly what he had managed to do where Kira was concerned.

Suddenly, he was questioning plans that had been fact for two years. Questioning his own motivations and wondering about his reasons for getting involved. Honor, glory, and the American way were wonderful surface excuses, but when a man set out to kill his sire, there was more to it. It was personal, it had become personal in a desert twenty years before, and he realized with a vague sense of disgust that it had shaped his life, even after the danger had passed.

She was changing him. Or perhaps that was the wrong word. It wasn’t a change, so much as a revelation. She had made him realize why so much of his soul had seemed empty for so long. He hadn’t even realized what he was missing, what he was searching for, until Atlanta. And even then he had tried to deny it, tried to push it away.

He was the worst sort of male chauvinist, yet he had allowed her into the mission, he had kept her at his side. The logical part of his brain, which worked only rarely when it came to her, assured him she was a capable agent. The emotions though, those had blindsided him, ambushed him.

And now he was in emotional hell.

More blood would stain his hands this morning, and even more once the meeting with Sorrell commenced. He was sure she was no stranger to bloodshed, hell, he knew she wasn’t, but he didn’t want to kill in front of her. He wanted her to keep that vision of a white knight that she seemed to have convinced herself he was.

Ian shook his head before lifting his face to the stinging water and mentally kicking himself for the fool he was.

Son of a bitch. She had a way of twisting his guts into knots and he couldn’t seem to stop it, no matter what he did or how many times he told himself he was doing the right thing.

As he stood there kicking his own ass for his weakness, he felt her. Hell. He lowered his head to the spray again. He hadn’t heard her slip into the bathroom, but he felt her. Not just a presence, her presence. Soft, smelling of his possession, warm and willing.

He turned his head as the shower door opened and she stepped inside the large cubicle.

She didn’t speak, and his tongue was paralyzed as her hands slid down his back.

“You should be sleeping.” He cleared his throat, certain his already ruined voice sounded like a monster’s growl as a smile flirted at her lips.

“I got cold.” She blinked against the drops of water that splattered to her face.

He knew better. The temperature was controlled, she couldn’t have gotten cold. Hell no, she was hot, burning inside the same as he was, even after the rapture that had claimed them hours before.

His arms went around her. Trapping her against the side of the shower wall, he stared down at her intently, watching the passion that clouded her eyes and feeling the response clear to the engorged, painfully hard length of his dick.

Hell, he shouldn’t be this hard. He shouldn’t be bending his knees and rooting it against the slick, hot folds of her pussy.

He had work to do. He had killers to take care of, a drug cartel business to run. He had to play the game until the minute he put a bullet in Sorrell’s and Diego’s heads. That required planning, not fucking himself blind.

“I need to be downstairs.” His head lowered to the ripe, plump bead of her nipple and he heard her gasp as he fought to make sense of the thoughts and emotions jumbled inside him.

“Okay.” Her hands tunneled into his hair though and held him to her breast.

Ian surrounded her nipple with his lips, drew it into his mouth and let his tongue play with it. He stroked it, lashed it, sucked at it with firm draws of his mouth.

“You’re a wild man.” A thread of satisfaction filled her voice as he moved his lips to her neck, licking along the smooth column and taking nips of her with his lips.

God, he loved tasting her flesh, loved immersing himself in her scent.

“Horny man,” he muttered.

She laughed, her hands flattening against his shoulders as she pushed him back and went to her knees before he could stop her.

Ian stared down at her, unable to move now, unable to form a coherent thought at the sight of his heavy shaft aimed at her soft, pink lips.

Her tongue peeked from between those perfect lips, curled along the underside of his cock and had him gritting his teeth at the wild pleasure that ricocheted up his spine.

Now, if she had given him a chance to recover his sense, he might have pulled her to feet, lifted her until her legs could circle his hips, and his cock could burrow into the paradise he found between her thighs. But she couldn’t keep it that simple.

Her mouth surrounded the crest, took him deep, and began a long slow suction as her hands wrapped around the shaft and a groan tore from his throat.

“Ah yeah.” He gave himself over to the most wicked, heated head job a man could ever know.

Sweet lips surrounded him, a tight hot mouth stroked him, and that tongue of hers was a curling, lashing little demon of ecstasy.

“Deeper.” His hands slid into her wet hair, his fingers tightening in the strands as he braced his legs firmly beneath him. “Take it deeper, Kira.”

Slumberous, erotic sensuality transformed her features. She was beautiful. Exquisite. And she was sucking his dick like a favorite treat. He loved it. Loved her.

God help him, he loved her.

His cock slid farther along her tongue as he felt her moan vibrate along the shaft.

“Deeper,” he urged her, his voice so thick, so rough he could barely understand the words himself. “Come on, baby, you know what I want.”

Uncertainty flickered in her eyes, causing him to pause. She had never . . . ? At least not like this. Not deep, not to the point that a man knew he would lose his mind buried inside her mouth.

He smiled down at her. “Just relax. Let me show you.”

His fingers tightened in her hair, tilted her head back just a bit, aligning the head of his cock with the soft inner depths of her throat.

“Breathe through your nose, relax. It’s good, Kira. So good.”

He watched her nostrils flare as his eyes narrowed and he began to move again. His hips shifted, nearly pulling his cock free of her mouth before he moved inside again, going deeper, just a little deeper, feeling her tighten on him.

“Relax.” Ah God, he was desperate, burning for that final depth where he would feel the exquisite clenching at the back of her mouth, feel her tongue rippling along the undershaft.

He pulled back and filled her mouth again, touching that final portal for the briefest instance before retreating. It was so fucking hot, blistering, destroying him.

“A little more,” he panted. “Just a little more.”

Ah hell. He was dying, burning alive. His balls were drawn so tight against the base of his cock that they felt constricted to the point of pain. The need to come was like a burning lance shooting straight up his spine and sizzling through his brain.

Her long black hair flowed down her back, her exotic face was filled with hunger, and she sucked his cock like a woman starving for the taste of her man.

Ian clenched his jaw tight with the effort to hold back, pushed through her lips again, and swore he was going to die before he managed to come.

It was perfect. It was a haven in the middle of a storm, the center of the hurricane, the depths of a volcano. It was white-hot heat and a pleasure he knew he couldn’t live without now.

He felt the back of her mouth relax, though it rippled against the head of his cock. The muscles of her throat spasmed, tightened, and before he realized he’d lost it, his semen was jetting from the tip of his dick and filling her mouth.

Her throttled cry was another ripple along his cock, her stroking hands, her rapturous mouth. His head fell back on his shoulders as a harsh, guttural shout filled the steamy shower and he pumped his release down her throat.

Damn her. She was still there, the muscles at the back of her mouth spasming and rippling, extending his pleasure until he forced himself to jerk from between her lips. If he didn’t, he wouldn’t stop thrusting. As good as the release was, as exquisite, as fucking hot, he needed more now.

Ian pulled her to her feet, clamped his hands beneath her ass, and lifted.

“Wrap around me,” he snarled.

Her legs went around his waist, her arms around his shoulders, and his cock nudged into the fierce, honey-slick folds between her thighs.

He didn’t ease into her, he couldn’t. Bunching his thighs, he held her in place and with a harsh cry pushed into the swollen, slick portal of her clenching pussy.

“Son of a bitch.” He locked his teeth together as she cried out against his shoulder, her teeth sinking into his flesh.

He was buried in fire. Lightning clashed and burned through his nervous system as sweet, wicked spasms of hunger rippled over his erection.

He was buried to the hilt, balls deep in rapture and sinking fast.

He pushed her against the shower wall, tightened his grip on the cheeks of her ass, and pulled back before impaling her against it with a deep, desperate lunge. He was groaning, whispering her name, his face buried in her neck as her cries echoed in his ears. And he couldn’t stop.

Fucking her was imperative, stripping away reality and filling it with the pleasure, the erotic sense of belonging that only came from possessing her. That need filled every particle of his being.

She was a part of him. He filled her body and she filled his soul, and God help him but the thought of losing her was destroying him.

“Hold me,” he whispered, knowing he had whispered those words before, knowing he had needed her like this all his life.

“Always.” Her voice shattered his control. “Always.”

He plunged inside her, thrusting hard and deep, feeling her explode around him as his semen jetted inside her, filling her, marking her, a part of him held forever inside her.

Even as the last shudders of release rippled down his spine, he couldn’t let her go. The water streamed over them now, washing along their bodies, steamy, relaxing, but the thought of easing his flesh from hers had him clenching in denial. He wanted to hold her like this forever. Right here. Hold the world at bay and deny the knowledge that anything existed outside the two of them.

“Water’s gonna get cold.” That Southern drawl was lazy, relaxed, filled with satiation.

Ian grunted in response, his face still buried at her neck, his tongue stroking across her flesh occasionally just to feel the little ripples of response beneath her skin.

She didn’t say anything more, just held on to him, her hands stroking along his neck as he fought to gain the strength to pull away from her.

His head lifted and he stared into her eyes, holding on to her as she found her footing on the shower floor. Deep, dark gray orbs ringed in ocean blue. Like a fairy, or one of those damned pixies his mother had been forever telling him stories about when he was a child.

“You’re my weakness.” He acknowledged the reality of it with the words.

“You’re my strength. And I’m yours, Ian. We’ll fight better, stronger, together. Don’t try to send me away.” Somber determination glittered in her eyes. “I won’t leave.”

He hadn’t even realized what he intended to do until she said the words.

“I’ll be distracted.”

“You’ll be distracted even worse when I take a two-by-four to your head after this is over. I won’t be protected. I’m not a hothouse flower and I’m not a weakness. I know how to defend myself and you know it. Start this again and I’ll make sure you’re limping when you face Diego this morning.”

She was a wildcat. Pride swelled within him as she faced him, more determined, willful, and confident than any woman he had ever known.

“Muriel’s going to die this morning,” he warned her. “I can’t risk him informing Sorrell that we know he’s a plant. I’m killing him.”

He had learned lessons since taking over the reins of the cartel. Never give them time to get a message out. In this world, take an enemy prisoner and it was the same as giving them a knife to cut your throat. He wouldn’t risk it. Not with Kira’s life on the line as well. And taking out Muriel was one less drug-running, innocents-destroying bastard left to breathe precious air.

He knew Muriel’s guilt. Knew the crimes he had committed, just as Ian knew he was taking the task of judge and jury onto his own shoulders.

He nodded. Pulling two washcloths from the small shelf above the shower head he handed her one and kept the other for himself.

“We finished this then. Let’s shower and get to it.”

Kira dressed for battle. She wore soft figure-hugging tan leggings, a matching cotton tank top, and ankle boots made for comfort as well as endurance. She wore a shoulder holster beneath a matching dark brown blazer, but anyone with eyes, or experience, would realize she was armed.

Diego sure as hell didn’t miss it. As they stepped into the small office he used, his head turned from where he sat with his cousin Muriel, the traitorous bastard, his brow lifting as he met Kira’s gaze, then Ian’s.

“She’s armed?” There was an edge of condescension in his voice as he directed the question to Ian.

“She’s not the first woman to go to war with her lover.” Ian’s voice snapped with ire as he strode across the room and, as Diego’s expression turned to disbelief, used the butt of his pistol against the back of Muriel’s head.

The other man slumped against his chair, his coarse black hair feathering over his swarthy features. He was unconscious before he knew what hit him. Diego was out of his seat, suspicion tightening his features even before he pinned Ian with black, furious eyes.

“What has he done?”

Kira could tell Ian was surprised by the question. It flickered in his gaze for only a second before he motioned Deke over.

“Strip him. Make certain he’s not wearing a skin tag then have him bound and held in the basement. I’ll deal with him later,” Ian ordered Deke.

The bodyguard wrestled the broad Colombian from his chair, hefted him over his shoulder, and left the room. Trevor, Mendez, and Cristo placed themselves in defensive positions around Ian and Kira.

Diego’s gaze tracked their movements before he turned back to Ian.

Suave, dressed in dark slacks and a white silk shirt, his black and gray hair still full and pulled back to his neck and bound with black elastic, the father stared back at the son coolly.

“I believe I asked you a question, Ian,” he stated. “What has he done?”

Ian lifted the file he carried in the other hand and slapped it down on the table between the two chairs Diego and Muriel had occupied.

“He’s been giving Ascarti, and in turn Sorrell, information on the entire network. I told you to keep this son of a bitch out of the loop. Do you remember that, Diego?”

Despair flashed in Diego’s black eyes as he sat down slowly and opened the file. In living color, the pictures were displayed before him.

Kira glanced at Ian’s face and swore she saw a flash of regret, but it was gone as quickly as it had come, and had been missed by Diego as his attention centered on the photos.

“There was no need for him to betray us,” Diego whispered heavily. “I would have given him whatever he asked for.”

“Now you can give him what he deserves,” Ian snapped. “Or I will.”

Diego’s lips twisted bitterly as he lifted his gaze to Ian. Kira saw the pain, a flash of anger, and a soul-deep sadness she knew the other man had no right to feel.

“I cannot kill a maid who would give this information to our enemies, but I may kill my cousin who was like a brother to me since his birth?”

“You demanded the right to seek retribution.” Ian shrugged. “You can take it, or as I said, I will. I have no problems killing the bastard. Liss was another story, Diego, and you don’t want to remind me of that one.”

“Then you may have the pleasure.” Diego shook his head wearily.

“Growing soft, pop?” Ian snapped. “Maybe it will help you to know that Muriel was behind the attempt to blow my limo to hell last week. If that doesn’t faze you, try the meeting with the Misserns and the fucking assassin waiting for me there. He’s going to die, and he’s going to die before he can contact his good friend Ascarti again and warn him that we’re on to him.”

Diego’s eyes narrowed. “You have proof of Ascarti’s involvement with Sorrell?”

“I have something a hell of a lot better than that,” Ian growled. “I need you ready to move at a moment’s notice. When the call comes in we’ll be meeting with Sorrell himself, and we’ll end this war once and for all.”

Ian was frighteningly cold. Kira watched him warily, seeing the fury he had kept under control for so long edging to the surface now.

Diego, Jansen Clay, and Sorrell had taken great delight in torturing Nathan Malone, the SEAL they had held for more than a year and half. Ian knew Diego had been involved in the torture, knew he condoned it and added to it even after Sorrell had believed the SEAL had been killed.

Regret might be a fragile light buried somewhere deep within him, but she knew in that moment that Diego was a dead man walking.

“And you have arranged this how?” Diego moved from his chair to the bar across the room, his hand shaking, Kira noticed, as he poured himself a drink and brought it to his lips.

It was tossed back quickly and another poured before he turned back to Ian, his brow lifting in question. “I believe I asked you for details, son.”

Kira saw the slight tension that tightened Ian’s shoulders, the natural defensive block against the flinch that nearly betrayed his disgust at that word.

She could feel his pain. She couldn’t see it, but she ached for him. Ached because this man was his father, this monster that shed blood, filled children with drugs and destroyed lives without a thought to the tragedies that resulted from his actions.

Ian faced this man daily. Faced the horror and the agonizing realization that he had come from this man’s seed. Kira wondered if she could have borne that pressure without breaking, and knew she couldn’t have. Something inside her would have died had she been forced to play the game Ian was playing.

“I don’t have details for you, pop.” Ian’s voice was savage. “I have something he wants now, and he’ll come for it.”

Brutal fire flickered in Ian’s gaze then. “I’ll take care of your cousin, you get ready to move, we may have to leave at a moment’s notice.”

“You are allowing me to play now?” Sarcasm filled Diego’s voice. “What? Hell has frozen over? To what do I owe this glorious surge of allegiance that you would finally involve me in my own business?”

Pain. Kira watched the pain that burned in Diego’s eyes as Ian mentioned killing Muriel.

“Give it up, pop. I promised you, when the time came we’d do this together, and that’s what we’re doing,” Ian snapped, the disrespect in the title nearly causing Kira to flinch now. If she didn’t know Ian as well as she did she might believe he was enjoying this. But she saw the subtle shifts of color in his eyes, saw the tension that tightened his body.

Diego stared at him silently, his face creased with sorrow, before he nodded wearily and turned back to the bar. The room was thick with tension, with the powerful opposing force of the two men and the connections that bound them, as well as set them on opposite courses.

For Kira, it was heartbreaking, though she knew to Ian it was finally the beginning of the end of this mission, the end of the lifestyle he had been forced to live and the blood that was shed daily.

Ian fought the knowledge that Diego was hurting, fought the memories, the pain of regret as he relived the times he too had been betrayed by those he had trusted. Not that it had happened often; Ian had never been a particularly trusting sort. But he knew the pain, the shame, he knew how it cringed inside the soul and left a lasting scar.

How Diego Fuentes could feel such shame because of a betrayal, Ian wasn’t certain. The man should have burst into flames and died a thousand deaths from the horrors he had perpetuated over the years.

Hope lit a fragile light in Diego’s eyes though as Ian told him they would be working together. Like a child that had been kicked one time too many, the older man quickly hid the emotion.

What the fuck was he doing? Ian asked himself. He should have never taken this mission, should have never put it into action in the first place. He should have just put a rifle scope on his ass and pulled the trigger despite orders.

The DEA wanted him alive. DHS wanted him alive. Everyone wanted him alive and Ian had sworn to kill him. He would kill him. God as his witness; no matter how despicable the action would be, there was no other way. He couldn’t allow another SEAL, another friend, to suffer because he had betrayed Diego as well.

“When do you expect this meeting to take place?” Diego’s voice was oddly weary, resigned.

“I’m hoping soon.” Ian crossed his arms over his chest and stared back at him. “We have something he wants, badly.”

“And that is?” He seemed uninterested, more concerned with the amount of liquor he could consume now than he was about the imminent end of his worst enemy.

“We have his daughter.”

He stared back at Ian in shock, then in glee.

“I thought she was mere wishful thinking.” He blinked back at Ian in disbelief. “You have her? She is here? In the villa?” His eyes widened as satisfaction began to gleam in them. “Is she in the basement?”

Ian felt his teeth snap together in fury.

The son of a bitch, even now, nothing could touch him but the scent of death or the dirty little games he played in that fucking basement. Or the death of a friend who played those games with him as Muriel had done.

“She’s not in the basement,” he snapped, the anger leaking into his voice. “I have her and she’s safe, that’s all you need to be concerned with.”

Diego grimaced. “You have never understood the value of the little games I play, have you, Ian?”

“No I don’t and we’re not going to discuss them now.” Sometimes he felt as though he were dealing with a particularly willful child when it came to Diego.

He missed Diego’s subtle smile, but Kira caught the shift of the other man’s lips and the playful curl of fondness in Diego’s black eyes.


 

 

 

Twenty-six

 

 

HE WAS PUSHING IAN’S BUTTONS. He wasn’t serious about taking Tehya to the playroom forcefully, from what she understood, Diego liked his playmates willing. But he was serious gauging Ian’s temper or his mood. Like a teenager poking at his father’s authority. Kira imagined Diego saw it as a game, a prick against Ian for the autocratic way he had taken over the cartel rather than sharing the business as Diego had dreamed.

Diego had wanted a son to share the finer things in life with, and Ian wasn’t sharing. They didn’t kill together, because Ian became angry whenever Diego shed blood. They didn’t plot together and they didn’t plan together, so Diego poked at him, prodded, and found what amusement he could. A small amount of gratitude, a measure of confidence that his son felt some small emotion for him, because Ian didn’t slice into him. Because he didn’t blow up and he didn’t threaten to kill or leave. Diego believed there was hope.

Guilt sliced at Kira once again. How hard would it be to watch him die if she couldn’t stop Ian from killing him? To know that, monster though he was, he was a monster who craved his son’s attention, and even more, his love.

Kira felt a wave of pity so sharp, so intense, she had to turn her head away from Diego; unfortunately, she found herself staring straight into Ian’s eyes instead. Eyes that saw too much, that arrowed in on that pity and narrowed warningly.

Back off.

He didn’t have to say the words, she could feel the demand. He didn’t want to see it, he didn’t want to hear it. And he didn’t want to regret it. But she could see the regret in his eyes, regret and determination.

“Games are the spice of life, Ian.” Diego’s comment dragged Ian’s attention from her and back to him. Where he wanted it. His attention was better off there, off her and the guilt raging through her.

“Games are a pain in the ass.” Ian shrugged. “I want you to get your men in place, have them converge on and assume protective parameters around the warehouse we have outside Oranjestad. Sorrell will assume we’re hiding her there. We’ll see if he intends to attack or negotiate.”

“But the girl is not there,” Diego murmured as he moved to his desk and the open laptop on it.

As he took his chair, a frown flitted over his brow. His fingers began to move on the keypad quickly.

“The warehouse wasn’t purchased under a known cartel enterprise,” he informed Ian. “We’ve actually been using it for a few legal purposes rather than illegal.” There was a measure of surprise in his tone as he reached for the phone and pulled the receiver toward him.

Ian caught Diego’s hand as he began to dial the numbers. Kira watched, as surprised as Diego was when Ian hung the phone up carefully.

He pulled the small electronic device from a holder on the waistband of his jeans. It had Kira sighing; she still hadn’t been allowed to play with the jamming device. Ian flipped it on, set it close to the phone then indicated that Diego could make the call.

Diego sniffed as he punched in the number. “Technology isn’t always a good thing.”

“It’s going end up saving your ass though,” Ian grunted as he turned away from him, his gaze once again meeting Kira’s.

She pushed her hands into the pockets of her lightweight blazer, and forced back the need to hunch her shoulders defensively.

She listened with half an ear as Diego ordered the men into place. He didn’t give them a reason why, of course, he wouldn’t have to. He had ruled with blood and death for over thirty years, and his reputation as a killer ensured that his men would follow his word to the letter and beyond.

“That is done.” Diego returned the phone to its base before going back to the laptop. “I do still have my fingers in a few little pies.” He seemed to roll his eyes from behind the cover of the laptop. “Let’s see if I can’t get a report should we have any unscheduled flights landing in the near future. He wouldn’t come by boat, it would be too slow.”

“He’s already in Aruba.” Ian folded his arms across his chest and glared back at Diego.

Diego cast his son a look of disbelief. “I would know if he were, trust me. Sorrell may be rather good at keeping his identity hidden, but he’s not that good at keeping his presence hidden. Where he goes, death and the disappearance of lovely young women follow. We haven’t had a disappearance in Aruba in over a year. Trust me, he isn’t here yet.”

Kira turned her back on the two men, her gaze colliding with Deke’s, as Diego and Ian began to argue the points for or against Sorrell being on the island. It seemed a useless, pointless argument, until you paid attention to what wasn’t being said and let the undercurrents of the conversation ebb and flow instead.

“You’re a drug lord, not a terrorist, Diego,” Ian reminded him coolly. “I don’t think you’re as knowledgeable about that particular species of evil as you believe you are.”

“Terrorists are not so different.” Diego shrugged as Kira turned back to him.

He leaned back in his chair and stared at his son, a quirk tugging at his lips. “We both have a vision and we fight for that vision. I say we have the right to choose to enjoy the stimulation of the drugs, the same as we have the right to bear arms or to the freedom of speech that Americans seem to be enjoy with such enthusiasm. Personally, I’ve always a found a drug addict to be much more literate, easier to get along with, and easier to control than your irate, political mismatch of lawmakers that America seems to find such great pleasure in electing to office.”

Ian shook his head quickly as though attempting to shake reality back into his mind.

“Don’t fuck with me today, Diego,” he bit out. “I’m not in the mood.”

“He could have a point, Ian,” Kira drawled then. “Just think, if all our politicians were happily running out to the nearest convenience store to buy their next fix, they wouldn’t be giving the rest of the nation a headache debating laws and freedoms. Anarchy could reign peacefully then.”

Diego’s burst of laughter was filled with merriment.

“That is a sharp female you have on your hands, my son, I hope you intend to keep her around for a while.”

Ian gaze locked with hers again. It was a brooding, dark look, one that sent a shiver down her spine because she could see the warning in it.

“I need to question, Muriel,” Ian stated rather than answering Diego’s statement.

It was deliberate. Immediately all humor fled from Diego’s gaze and his gaze flickered with pain. But even that seemed to bring Ian no satisfaction. Kira could see the tension gathering in him though, the need to have this finished, to have it over.

“Kira, we need to talk first.” She was surprised when Ian walked to her, gripped her upper hand, and led her to the door. “I’ll be back in a bit,” he tossed over his shoulder. “Deke, stay in contact with the guards outside and let me know if you need me.”

“Gotcha, boss.”

The door closed behind them as Ian headed quickly for the stairs.

“What the hell is your problem?” she hissed.

He was silent, tense, until they reached the bedroom and he slammed the door behind him. Stalking to the bureau, he checked the security on the room, slammed that drawer closed then turned back to her.

She could see the storm in his eyes then, the anger that bit at the edges of his control.

“Don’t you dare feel sorry for him,” Ian snarled, his voice low, intent. “I saw your eyes, I saw it in your face. Don’t think for a minute that you can save him.”

She licked her lips nervously. She didn’t have a choice but to save him.

“He’s a monster,” she began, then inhaled roughly as satisfaction glittered in his eyes. “But he’s a monster who loves his son.”

“Fuck! I knew it.” He swiped his fingers through his hair, pushing back the dark blond strands and revealing the savagely honed perfection of his face. “I knew it the minute I saw you on this damned island. You’re letting your emotions cloud this now. How the hell can you say something like that?”

“My emotions aren’t clouding anything, Ian,” she assured him, her voice low as she watched him compassionately, aching for him. “I see the truth you refuse to see.”

His brows lowered over his eyes, brooding anger shaping his face and thinning his lips.

“Don’t start the psychobabble,” he snapped. “I don’t want to hear it. If you can’t keep your emotions under control then you can stay with the rest of the group and get the hell out of my way.”

Whoa, that one hurt.

“Your way or the highway then?” she asked him with a sharp breath. “Wow, Ian, took you a while, but you just reminded me why the hell I’ve always steered clear of SEALs for lovers. Your attitude sucks.”

“If it took you this long to be reminded then you should be locked up for your own protection,” he growled as he turned his back on her and paced the large sitting room before throwing himself on the thickly cushioned sofa and staring at her with blistering anger. “What do you think you can do, save him? Why? It’s like trying to save a rabid animal.”

He glowered up at her, his brows pulled low over his eyes, his expression a mask of offended male pride and anger.

She pushed her hands back into her jacket and sighed wearily. She couldn’t tell him the truth and not because she had been ordered not to. He would lose the tenuous hold on the control that had gotten him this far and she knew it. He had lived within this dirty, corrupt world with only one goal in mind, working methodically toward it. Learning that it could be snatched from him would push him from that edge of being a loyal American agent, and possibly into rogue.

“I agree with you.” And she did.

His jaw tightened. “Then what the hell are you doing hurting for that son of a bitch? For God’s sake, Kira, don’t try to deny it. I saw it in your face, in your eyes down there.”

He pushed himself from the sofa and stalked to the balcony doors.

“Do you remember Nathan?” he asked her then. “Do you remember what you saw in that hospital?” He turned back to her, his body thrumming with fury. “I saw him when we took him out of that hellhole in California. Wasted to skin and bones, his eyes crazed, his mind nearly as destroyed as his body was. You didn’t see that, I did.”

“And he’s your friend, so you have to avenge it,” she said.

“I want to avenge it. But even more importantly I want to make certain it never fucking happens again. Don’t stand in my way on this, don’t try to convince me differently. It won’t work.”

She wanted to touch him, wanted to ease the tortured fury from his face, his eyes, but she knew better. Touching him would mean giving in, and she couldn’t give in. Not just because of her orders, but because of Ian. He would never forgive himself. He would never be able to forget that he had been the one to kill his father, no matter the monster he was.

“Will killing him make the pain go away, Ian? Will it make the memories stop festering inside you? Or will it only make them worse?”

“I don’t know,” he snarled. “You answer that question first, Kira. Will seeing Sorrell die bring your parents back? Or Jason’s lover and his child? What satisfaction will you gain from it?”

She didn’t flinch. It hurt. Oh yeah, that hurt, because she knew Sorrell’s death would afford her a measure of security. But she had made peace with the fact that she might fail years ago.

“Good strike,” she said softly. “Sorrell’s death will bring closure to the past, Ian. Not to my hatred. Nothing will ever change that. But he isn’t my father either.”

“Diego isn’t my father. He was a sperm donor,” he sneered.

“Your mother loved him once.” She was broaching dangerous territory and she knew it. Territory that even Diego Fuentes refused to broach.

Ian almost flinched at the memory, his rugged face tightening once again at the mental slap. She didn’t say it to hurt him, she said it to remind him. To make him think.

“She was young,” he finally said. “She didn’t know what he was.”

“And once she learned she didn’t hate you. You didn’t pay for Diego’s crimes,” Kira pointed out. “I’m not excusing him, Ian, I don’t even blame you. But is this something you really want to remember in the dead of night? The fact that you took his life?”

“I’ll remember it with pleasure.” His voice was strong, certain, but she saw the flicker in his gaze, the uncertainty. Unfortunately she knew that uncertainty wasn’t strong enough to sway the course he had set for himself.

Men were stubborn, SEALs especially so. They had the supreme confidence that they were right, their decisions logical and without flaws. They were determined, arrogant, and essentially a pain in the ass to deal with. It was just her luck to fall in love with one.

She stared back at him, aching for him, and in some ways aching for Diego as well. They were both strong men, but Ian’s strength was based on his honor, and Diego’s was based within a world that his son could only see as evil.

“Did you drag me up here to argue over Diego?” Kira asked him when she couldn’t come up with a single damned argument to save Diego’s life. Not one. The man had built his entire life on watching others suffer, watching and using the suffering for his own ends.

“I dragged you up here to ask you exactly where your loyalties lie. Diego and Sorrell are going to die, Kira. If you have a problem with that, then you better speak up now. You don’t want to stand in my way later.”

Tension pulled at them both. Kira could feel it, she could almost see it pulsing in the air between them.

“My loyalty is with you, Ian,” she told him simply. And it was true.

His gaze locked with hers, his intent, burning with an inner rage as his gaze probed hers, searching for a weakness, or a lie. She wasn’t certain which at this point.

Finally, he nodded quickly. “I need to make contact with the team, make certain everything’s ready to go.”

Kira clenched her hands inside her pockets as she turned away from him and paced into the bedroom while he made his phone call. She needed a few moments to repair her control, to center herself and to grieve.

Ian was never going to forgive her when she was forced to stand between him and Diego. She was going to lose him, and the thought of that was destroying her from the inside out.

 

IAN COULDN’T DISPEL THE TENSION growing in his gut as Kira moved from the sitting room and into the bedroom. He pulled the secured cell phone from the clip on his belt and hit the speed dial to Macey’s phone while he watched her. Watched her and wondered how the hell she could feel any compassion, any pity, for the bastard that had destroyed so many lives.

“Gotcha,” Macey answered, his voice low. “Everything’s secured. You?”

“Awaiting contact. Any additional info?” Reno and Clint had still been questioning Tehya when Ian and Kira left just before dawn.

“We have a few suspects based on the deaths of her guardians, locations, and sites where they first disappeared. I’ve managed to put together some profiles from the information she’s given us. She really knew more than she thought she did after we started piecing everything together. I’ve narrowed it down to about half a dozen men and I’m running some profiles based on lineage, physical characteristics that she might share with him, and various other parameters. I gotta tell you though, if one of these dudes is our guy, then we were right all along. Social and political connections, old money, royal blood, and plenty to protect. He’s not going to come in easy.”

The battle to identify the terrorist had been ongoing for years. Quantico had come up with a profile two years before, but no suspects. It wasn’t a relief to hear that the profilers had been right.

“Have you been able to trace the cell phone hers is programmed to?”

“Nada. Secured. No trace, no how. Maybe we’ll get luckier once we put the call through this afternoon but I doubt he’ll stay on long enough to get a trace,” Macey answered.

“Who are our suspects?” Ian asked then.

His brows lifted at the three names Macey gave him. He hadn’t been joking when he said this could turn into a mess. All three men could trace their roots back to French and English aristocracy. All three came from old money that totaled in the millions, perhaps more, and enjoyed worldwide respect. If one of them was Sorrell, then it was no damned wonder he had managed to evade them for so long.

“We’ve almost managed to tie all three men, in one way or the other, to Ascarti. There’s even a bit of rumor that I managed to uncover that Ascarti is one of the men’s bastard son. I’d almost bet my money on that,” Macey finished.

Hell, it sounded like a good bet to him.

Ian checked his watch for the time. He sure as hell didn’t want to give anyone time to trace his own call.

“Good going, Macey. I’ll check back later.” He disconnected the phone before inhaling roughly and glancing at the door where Kira had disappeared into the bedroom.

He moved to the doorway, an edge of remorse biting into him. He had come down hard on her and he knew it. His fury at the thought of Diego working her emotions, her loyalties, strained his control.

“We have suspects.” He stopped and watched her, as she checked her weapon and placed extra ammo in the pockets of her jacket.

Her eyes narrowed at his statement. Moving her jacket aside she shoved the gun back into the holster and moved to her feet.

“Who are they?”

“Erick Randolph, Jordan Lorraine, Marco Alloran. All three men are connected to Ascarti as well.”

Her brows lifted. “Old-money names,” she murmured. “I’ve met all three. Jason and I have actually discussed one of those men. Lorraine. He’s secretive, sometimes reclusive, and was investigated once regarding a plot uncovered to overthrow Jacques Chirac while he was in office, but they couldn’t make it stick. Still, that’s a long way from white slavery and terrorism.”

“It’s the best we have at the moment,” he said. “The birthmark will tie it in, but it will sure as hell help to have an idea of what we’re looking at here.”

“You’re looking at a man with a God complex.” She shook her head before pushing her fingers through her hair and gathering it quickly into a long ponytail. “A paranoid man. A man who believes the world has been corrupted almost to the point of no repair and that women are chattel rather than deserving of their freedom. That fits all three men, but Lorraine most of all. He’s an arrogant son of a bitch. He refused to deal with Jason’s law firm on an account several years ago when Jason sent me to oversee some details. He had to send a man,” she sneered. “Self-righteous prig.”

He heard the anger in her voice. Sorrell had been behind the bombing that had killed her parents and Jason’s fiancée. Because of one man, she had lost most of her family.

Like him, she had spent her life searching for a way to bring down one man. She knew the pain, the horror, of fear and the knowledge that monsters existed.

“Percentage of Lorraine’s involvement versus the other two?” he asked.

She inhaled briefly as she checked the ponytail with a quick swipe of her hands and then lowered them to brace them on her hips. Her brow creased, and Ian was treated to the utter delight of watching the agent work. He could see her mind turning over percentages and possibilities, working to fit what she knew against each man.

“I doubt it’s Randolph.” She shook her head. “He’s a hedonist, doesn’t care a bit to show his nudity, and he’s in pretty good shape for his age. I saw him on a beach in France one year, he doesn’t have a birthmark unless he knows how to cover it up. And he was very hairy. Doing a cosmetic coverup would have been virtually impossible. Besides, Sorrell wouldn’t be caught dead naked. That would be a private thing for him.”

“You saw Randolph naked?” Something like jealousy clenched inside him. Possessiveness. He did not want her seeing other men naked.

“Several times.” She shrugged as though it were of little consequence. “It was a nudist beach.”

“And you were nude?” he gritted out.

Her brow lifted. “Pretty much. And you’re not going to make any completely irrational remarks either, are you? Because we both know those little submissive lovers you took from the fringe clubs in Atlanta weren’t exactly for a platonic relationship.”

He felt his lip want to curl on a snarl and barely held it back. He might have to kill Randolph whether he was involved or not if he had seen Kira naked.

“Get over it, Ian.” She shook her head impatiently, though a smile tugged at her lips. “I promise, it was before I met you.”

That didn’t help.

“What about Alloran?” he asked. He had to get his mind off her being on a nudist beach.

“Alloran is old money as well, royal blood on both the French and English sides. Some kind of distant cousin of a cousin to the Queen of England.” Her frown deepened. “I would have never considered him. What sort of parameters did Macey base his list on?”

“I didn’t have time to find out,” he said, grimacing. “The cells are secured but I don’t want to take any chances. I disconnected before there was a chance of a trace.”

She nodded in understanding before glancing at the balcony door. “I need to go to the villa, talk to him and Tehya as well. I’ve socialized with these men, known them for most of my life actually. My father was on friendly terms with Lorraine, and had done business with the other two. I may be able to help narrow the search.”

It made sense, but he’d be damned if he wanted her out of his sight.

“Have Daniel drive over and pick you up, let’s make it look good.” If she were seen slipping to the villa she had leased, it could be viewed suspiciously, and lead Sorrell straight to Tehya.

“I’ll call him.” She nodded, her gaze sharpening. “What will you be doing?”

“Attempting not to strangle Diego,” he grunted. “He’s like a damned spoiled-ass brat. How the hell he managed to hold a cartel of this size together confounds me at times.”

“You demanded control to return, and you’re not playing nice with him as far as he’s concerned. He’s picking at you, trying to get your attention.” And his affection. Ian heard it in her voice though she was wise enough not to put it into words.

He shrugged as though the observation made no difference.

“Get over there and see what else you can figure out,” he told her. “And watch your ass.”

He strode over to her then, one hand cupping her face, lifting her chin as the other wrapped around her waist and pulled her to his harder, aroused body.

“I’ll be careful.” That breathless quality in her voice tightened his balls. Damn her, she affected him like nothing or no one else ever had.

Her hand slid up his arms, gripped his biceps. Sharp little nails pricked into his flesh and reminded him of the scratches on his back that she had placed there the night before.

“Make sure you’re more than careful.” He lowered his lips to hers, took a stinging kiss, and pulled back before the need rocketing his mind could get out of control. “Signal my cell when you get there.”

Then she reached up with one hand, her fingers touching his cheek, then his lips. “You be careful.”

He grinned. She could make him feel lighter, he liked that. When she looked at him, soft and sensual like that, something inside him loosened, the tension that had been destroying him lightened.

“I’ll send Deke with you and Daniel,” he decided as the warmth in her gaze sank into his soul, heating him, reminding him of everything he had to lose if he lost Kira. “I want you protected, Kira, let me do that.”

He could see the protest in her expression and he didn’t want to fight her over it. He didn’t want to have to force her to allow him to keep his mind clear right now.

She shook her head, but her smile was accepting. “Fine, I’ll take Deke with me. But we’re going to discuss this attitude of yours later.”

“You can chew my ass to hell and back later,” he promised, stepping back from her. “I’ll question Muriel and see what I can find out there.”

He should have just killed him, he had meant to, knew it was the best route to take. Holding him meant giving him a chance to escape and possibly learning where Tehya was hidden.

“Hey.” He caught her as she moved to pulled back from him, his mind and his heart struggling, a part of him aching to whisper the words, another part holding back.

“I promise to be careful.” She lifted to him, touched her lips to his, and stared into his eyes. “I love you, Ian.”

One kiss. Just one kiss, and he could let her go. Deep, hungry, a kiss that dragged a moan from her throat and had him fighting to keep from throwing her to the bed and hearing her screams again.

“Go.” He pushed her away from him, dragging his hands through his hair and glaring at her. Damn her, he had no good sense when she was around. “And hurry back.”

That perky little ponytail bobbed as she moved quickly away from him, the long strands of hair falling from the crown of her head to the middle of her shoulder blades and tempting him to tear it down and spear his fingers through the soft, thick mass.

She glanced back at him as she reached the doorway, paused, and gave him a saucy wink before light laughter left her lips when he started for her again.

She escaped. Just in time. One more second and he would have said to hell with Sorrell and thrown her to the floor to bury the aching length of his cock deep inside that tight, soft velvet pussy. Damn her. Damn him. Because she overrode his control and reminded him, each second, of exactly what he could lose if this op managed to go to hell.
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THE CALL CAME LATE THAT afternoon.

His voice was heavily accented, that of a man who rarely used English, and it was clipped with anger. He agreed to the meet on the condition that they would see the birthmark only, and not his face. He demanded that Ascarti be allowed to accompany him, as well as one bodyguard, and that his daughter be present during the negotiations.

Ian laughed. “I think not. The point between these negotiations is that we each get what we want, my friend.” He leaned back in his chair and narrowed his eyes as Diego smiled in satisfaction at the sound of Sorrell’s voice on the conference call. “I’ll have your identity and you’ll have the girl. An even trade. Negotiations aren’t worth shit if both parties aren’t required to lay insurance on the table.”

The silence that filled the line was telling. Ian hadn’t allowed the call to be traced, though Macey had the equipment to do just that within a matter of minutes. But Sorrell could have the equipment to track the trace, and for now, they needed a measure of trust.

“I will show you the birthmark upon arrival. My face will remain shielded until negotiations are completed. And you will give your woman into the keeping of my bodyguard until things have been reasonably settled. My daughter will remain in the keeping of one of your men. We both have much to lose, as well as to gain.”

He had known it would come to this. He had felt it crawling in his gut the minute he had known Kira was on Aruba, that when the final game came to be played, she would be used to stay his hand.

What Sorrell didn’t know was that Kira was no man’s weapon. He had to argue with himself, he had to force himself to be logical rather than to allow emotion to influence his decision. The emotion was winning though.

“Diego will be present. If you need insurance—”

Sorrell’s laughter was faintly mocking. “Mr. Fuentes, as you and I both know, I have had my spies within your presence. Your relationship with your father is, how shall we say it, less than loving? He is not acceptable as insurance, though I do expect he will attend this meeting. Your woman will place herself on one side of the room with my man. Your man will hold my daughter similarly on the other side of the room. I and Gregor Ascarti will meet with you and your father after this exchange has been made. This is nonnegotiable.”

She could protect herself, the logical part of his brain assured him. No one knew who she was, what she was, or how very capable she was in such situations. Ian knew. He had seen her on several missions, read the reports of the men who worked with the Chameleon. He knew she could do this.

But it was placing her at risk.

“Come, Mr. Fuentes, if I can trust my treasured asset in your protection, then you can trust yours within mine.” Sorrell chuckled. “Unless you have plans to do other than negotiate.”

“I definitely don’t have plans to have my woman stolen and sold to line your coffers,” Ian snorted.

Sorrell laughed at this. “She is too old. She would be too hard to train effectively, she is safe from such a fate. Young girls, girls who have not yet known the corruption of your society, are those I seek. And as beautiful as your woman is, she is no longer a virgin, nor does she still retain the flush of her youth. Do you agree to my demands as I have agreed to yours?”

“Agreed.” The fact that he had no choice boiled in his gut.

Damn her, he had known better than to let her into this. His weakness. She was a weakness and Sorrell knew it. If she hadn’t been here, in his life, in his bed, Sorrell would have accepted Diego as insurance, eliminating the chance that Sorrell would have even a measure of power over the negotiations.

“Ah, I can hear the anger in your tone.” Satisfaction filled the Frenchman’s voice. “Your woman is important to you. This is good. She is a willful, spoiled female though my friend. I fear you will not have a smooth path with this one. It would have been better had you found a more tractable woman.”

“I’ll take care of my life, Sorrell, you take care of yours.” Ian fought for a measure of distance, a place to push back the rage until this was finished. “We meet at midnight—”

“Your woman will be waiting inside the gates of your villa. We will then exit the vehicle and proceed inside. Once again, nonnegotiable. I do not walk into traps, Mr. Fuentes. She will be alone.”

“No deal.”

Sorrell was quiet.

“You forget, I have something you want, not the other way around,” Ian reminded him. “I can kill your daughter as easily as Liss and Muriel were killed. Without regret. Or, I could contact the DEA. I’m sure they’ll be quite forgiving of several of my crimes for a chance at your daughter. Perhaps I could get that nasty little treason charge dropped.” He let the suggestion trail off there.

He could hear the tension across the line then. The waves of anger pouring from the Frenchman.

“We will arrive at midnight.” Sorrell’s voice was clipped, enraged. “I will contact you again before arrival. And Mr. Fuentes, betray me and more than just your woman will die. The women of your former friends, the newborn son Reno Chavez is so proud of, all of them will die, painfully.”

Ian snorted at the threat despite anger pulsing through him. “Just be here on time, if you don’t mind. I do have other things to take care of once we complete this.”

The call disconnected.

Ian reached over, disconnected the phone on the base, and then stared at Diego.

The other’s man face was creased thoughtfully, his black eyes gleaming with challenge. Ian could see the charge Diego was getting from trying to anticipate his adversary’s next move. It was the same charge Ian felt, that challenge, that sense of not just a physical, but the mental battle being waged.

“I recognize his voice.” Diego tapped at the chair lightly. “There was some quality to it, perhaps to his laughter, so superior and arrogant.” His frown deepened. “I have spoken to this man before.”

The recording of the conversation would have to be slipped quickly to Reno and Macey. Kira was still at the rented villa questioning Tehya. The other girl needed to hear it as well. Though he knew she knew his voice, perhaps without the patronizing, falsely loving tone that he used with her, she could better pinpoint something about it.

“You had better call your friends and inform them of this new development.” Diego leaned back in his chair, crossed an ankle over the opposite knee, and lifted the cup of coffee from the side table that he had set there earlier.

Ian stared back at him silently as Diego sipped at the still warm brew.

“What friends?” he finally asked.

Diego shook his head. “Durango team. I am aware that they have been staying in the villa with Kira’s bodyguard, Daniel. You could have told me, Ian. I would not have turned down their help. I would be curious though, what price do you pay for this help?”

Ian reached up and pinched the bridge of his nose. Patience wasn’t his strong suit, and the longer this operation played out, the less patience he had.

“There was no price,” he finally answered honestly, looking back at Diego. “They had information and the woman and came to me with it. They asked nothing in return.”

“And when this is over?” Diego’s voice tightened. “Will they return to their lives alone, or do you follow with them?”

He could never return. Ian was smart enough to know that. He shook his head slowly. “I think you know as well as I do that there’s no going back for me.”

He should regret it. Ian knew he should be furious over the fact that his SEAL career, no matter how this played out, was over. There was no regret though. A sense of sadness, yes, but he had been ready for something else even before coming to Diego.

Diego was nodding slowly, his gaze intent, locked with Ian’s, searching. What the hell was he searching for? Ian wondered.

“Perhaps I made a mistake in the way I brought you into my world, into my life,” Diego said slowly then. “But I would have you to know, Ian, that plans were already in place to help your friends. I would have let none of them suffer unduly because of our games.”

“Except Nathan?” Ian asked softly.

Guilt flickered in Diego’s eyes. “I know you are aware of the things I did to your young friend, but I also kept him alive. He was not an innocent bystander, Ian. You know this. He allowed himself to be captured. He made the choice to attempt to deceive not just me but Sorrell and Jansen Clay. Had it been me alone that he attempted to gain his information from, he would have fared much better.”

Ian leaned forward, his arms braced on the desk, murder in his soul.

“You tortured him for a year after Sorrell finished with him. You could have made certain he was rescued; instead, you continued to torture him, to drug him, to make him break his vows to his wife.”

Diego sighed, but there was no regret, only knowledge and acceptance. “I will say again, Nathan Malone was no innocent bystander. You know this as well as I. He had information I could have used, and he placed himself at my disposal. It is the way of this world, Ian. It is the way of the world, period. He made his choices, and still, I made certain he lived, even knowing this was one thing you may never forgive me for.”

“And the senator’s daughters you kidnapped and had drugged?” Ian asked him. “Did you know one of them died, Diego, and one of your soldiers raped another? A sixteen-year-old child, a virgin, and that bastard raped her in front of her father.”

“At her father’s orders,” Diego snapped. “The kidnapping of those girls was not my decision, I will take no responsibility for it. This was the doing of Clay and Sorrell. To retain the power I needed to fight the bastards I had no choice but to allow the girls to be brought to my estate to be held. I am guilty of many crimes, but those I will not claim.”

It took a special kind of monster to compartmentalize people and torture, Ian figured. The type of man that deserved to die by whatever means possible.

“You have never understood.” Diego shook his head then. “You are like the religious fanatics. You have your view, your perception, and you never waver. Those who do not share this view and perception are worthy of nothing, no mercy, no chance at life. Is this not true?”

“You should have been shot like a rabid dog at birth,” Ian growled.

Rather than taking offense, Diego smiled in pride. “My word is my bond. I do not break it unless others break theirs. I confine my games to opponents who understand the rules. Both sides know death could result. Tell me, Ian, should your new Department of Homeland Security acquire me, do you believe they would merely put me on trial? Would I not be beaten, tortured for the information I have on rival cartels, on suspects they wish to convict? Do you tell me that these agents do not kill senselessly when they are finished with those they abduct for information?”

“I haven’t.” It happened though, Ian knew it happened.

Diego leaned forward. “No, but you capture those they torture. You go in the dead of the night with your Durango team, you jerk them from their beds and you give them into the custody of those who do.”

“Murders. Rapists. Terrorists. Fucking animals that would turn the world into a sewer where nothing but death reigns. For God’s sake, Diego, it’s hardly the same.”

Ian came out of his chair and paced around the table, the anger surging through him demanding action of some kind, of any kind.

“You sit there and argue for your side like Satan himself, laying out your logic, so certain of your right to torture, maim, and kill. Because it’s a fucking game to you.”

“Because I know this world,” Diego yelled, coming to his feet as his own anger rose to the surface. “Do you think I do not see what you are doing to the cartel? Pulling back on the drug shipments, attempting to legalize our diversified holdings.” He snorted in disgust. “You would bleach me like dirty laundry. Why would you do this? What is in your mind?”

What was in his mind?

“Maybe I wanted something to leave to my children that wouldn’t get them murdered in their sleep,” Ian snarled.

Diego opened his mouth, snapped it closed, then stared at Ian in surprise. “You are considering having children?”

Son of a bitch. Damn the fucking bastard to hell. There was hope in his voice. Hope, fear, and a hunger that sickened Ian to his gut.

“I was being rhetorical,” Ian snapped, pushing his fingers through his hair as he glowered at Diego. “Look, I don’t have time for this fight. We’ll fight over this after I deal with Sorrell. Since you know so fucking much about my business, I’ll take this recording next door and see about neutralizing this bastard for you. We’ll fight about the rest of it later.”

He stalked back to his desk, hit the eject button for the recorder, and collected the tape.

“Ian.” Diego stepped in front of him as he turned to leave, his expression tortured. Tortured, as though he had a heart, a fucking soul. “I would be a father if you allowed it. The Fuentes cartel would be as you want it, should you decide this is your way. The name Fuentes will live on, and there would be no need for strife between us. You know business. You have profited these months you have been here. I would give this all to you, if you stayed once Sorrell is taken out of the equation. We could do this, Ian.”

No they couldn’t, because one of them would be dead.

“We’ll talk about this later, Diego.” He shook his head as he pushed past him and headed for the door.

He couldn’t talk about it now, there were too many plans to make, too much to do. And he couldn’t make plans like this, couldn’t be a part of this even as he was plotting Diego’s death.

As he walked through the foyer, Cristo behind him while Trevor preceded him, he suddenly saw himself, not as he had thought he was, but how he might look through another’s eyes. A man cold-bloodedly plotting the death of his father.

Did it matter that the father was a monster? Did it matter that once the Fuentes cartel fell, he intended to leave it and the various businesses resulting from it in the dust for the vultures to pick over?

As he stepped into the Rover, Trevor taking the driver’s seat and Cristo moving into the front passenger seat as protection, Ian stared through the tinted glass of the door’s window and rubbed his hand over his face in frustration.

He had cold-bloodedly planned this before he ever came to the cartel. Two years of planning, plotting, inspiring just the right amount of curiosity in the right places to draw Diego in.

A man alone, grieving for the loss of his youngest son, without an heir or a family with the exception of a few cousins. A man rumored to have cherished his wife and son. Diego had cherished his son to the point that he had infected the young man with the same evil that filled himself.

An evil Ian couldn’t afford to allow to survive.

As Trevor pulled from the gated villa estate and turned into the driveway to Kira’s villa beside it, Ian couldn’t help but worry about this thing with Sorrell.

He wasn’t known for his predictability, or keeping his word. Not that Ian could expect a terrorist to be known for his word; still, it would have been nice if he were the game player Diego was. With a man like Diego, you knew the rules. Adhere to them, or the game is off and there are no holds barred. In Sorrell’s case, it was no holds barred from the beginning. He dealt in terror, in death. It wasn’t a business to him, it was a religion.

Stepping from the Rover, he had Trevor and Mendez wait outside the house where Kira had obviously left Deke. Stepping up to the wide sheltered doorway, Ian knocked firmly and waited as Daniel opened the door.

“Come on in.” Daniel was back in bodyguard mode as he opened the door and stepped back. The minute Ian entered the house, the door closed and locked solidly behind him, and Daniel’s demeanor changed.

“We have them in a small servant’s room under the stairs, it seemed the most unlikely place to hide the daughter of an international terrorist.” Daniel shook his head at the thought. “That was a good idea sending the Fuentes soldiers to guard the warehouse in town. Kell is reporting some interest there by a few unidentified subjects, but so far, nothing on this end.”

They stepped beneath the curving staircase where Daniel pushed open a swinging door. It wasn’t exactly hidden, but anyone swarming the house would bypass it on first look and continue on to the back of the villa or upstairs.

They stepped into a long narrow room. Ian pulled the recording from his pocket and tossed it to Macey as he stared around the room.

Reno leaned against the wall watching as Kira and Tehya sat on the half bed and talked. Macey had his laptop set up on a small wooden table and nearby dresser. Jamming equipment and satellite link antennae shared space with additional external hard drives and other paraphernalia that Macey considered his base setup.

Kira watched him silently. He knew the question running through all their minds.

“Sorrell made contact. It’s happening at midnight at the villa. What kind of support are we going to have?” He directed that question to Reno, whom he knew always had backup.

Reno’s lips quirked into a grin as he leaned lazily against the far wall, his M-16 cradled in his arms. Macey nodded and Tehya paled. The resignation that shadowed Kira’s eyes had him watching her harder, more intently. He’d had a feeling she was in Aruba for more than sex or love when she first arrived. He hadn’t altered that opinion, though he knew sex and love had definitely added in to the factors that had pulled her here.

That flash of emotion that he saw in her gaze proved it, and he prepared himself to defend against whatever might come from it.

She was a DHS contract operative, she had come there with DHS backing, and he knew it. She wouldn’t have come without orders. Orders that she hadn’t told him about, and he hadn’t pushed to find out.

Pushing meant possibly not liking the truth, and though Ian was the type of man who believed in facing reality at all times, he didn’t want to face reality with Kira until he had no other choice.

“We have two SEAL teams off the coast, waiting,” Reno reported as Ian held his hand out to Kira. “They’ll move in when we give the word.”

“Move Miss Talamosi to the Fuentes villa after dark,” he told them as Kira took his hand and he pulled her to his side. “Diego knows you’re here. I don’t want to take the chance that anyone else does, and she’ll be better protected if we don’t have to split our forces.”

“How did he find out?” Kira bit at her bottom lip as he stared down at her, her expression concerned.

“With Diego, only God knows.” Ian shook his head. “He didn’t say how he knew, but he knows. We’ll pull together tonight and get things in place. Keep Durango team hidden at all costs until the meet; we don’t want Sorrell warned ahead of the game.”

He outlined the layout for the negotiations, watching as Macey frowned and made notes on a legal pad at his side and Reno nodded thoughtfully. Through it all, Tehya sat stoically on the bed, her head lowered, her hands clenched tightly together.

“He’ll have men move into place after he arrives,” Tehya said softly, once Ian had finished. “A large contingent of men, highly trained and heavily armed. Once he leaves, all hell will be laid on the villa.”

“He won’t be leaving alive,” Ian reminded her.

Tehya inhaled roughly. “And all hell will be visited the moment they believe there are any problems. Sorrell times everything. He’s fanatical about it. It’s nearly as important as whatever ideal he fights for. If he doesn’t call the attack off, then it will commence at a certain deadline, no matter where he is in the game. You must be prepared for that.”

Ian nodded toward Macey. “I recorded our conversation,” he said to Tehya. “You can go over it with the team, give him what details you may remember. At ten we’ll meet at the villa and prepare for the meeting.”

“I want that weapon, Mr. Richards,” she told him again, her voice low but throbbing with determination. “I can’t be taken alive by him.”

Ian glanced at Reno. The other man’s gaze was compassionate, and concerned.

“There’s always the chance you could be rescued, Tehya. If something like that happened, we wouldn’t stop searching for you.”

Her lips twisted at his promise. “Perhaps you could, but not before he allows my half brother to breed me. You see, it’s not love that drives Sorrell to find me. He chose the woman to breed his child with, hoping it would be a daughter. He chose her specifically for her bloodlines, her character, and her strength. He wanted a daughter, a half sister for the son he bred for the same qualities. I won’t be raped by my brother, not even for a chance at escape.”
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IAN GAVE TEHYA A GUN. His backup weapon, small and compact, but it didn’t take a large gun to commit suicide.

Ian filled Kira in on the confrontation between himself and Diego as well as the fact that Diego was aware of Durango team’s involvement. She learned that Diego was also questioning Ian’s plans once Sorrell was taken care of.

When they returned to the villa, Ian cleared the servants from the house, sent them back to Palm Beach, and placed a complete lockdown on any transmissions into or out of the villa that he didn’t make or take himself.

Fuentes soldiers were positioned around the grounds, but none were inside the villa. Deke, Trevor, Cristo, and Mendez were busy securing the room to be used for the meeting, and Diego was sitting in the living room alone, a glass of whisky in his hand, the bottle at his side, though it didn’t appear he was seriously drinking the liquor.

“Ian.” He came to his feet as they entered the foyer, the bodyguards still surrounding them protectively. “Garcia was here moments ago. He asked to speak to you regarding the additional men sent to the warehouse. I was not certain how you wished to handle them.”

She felt Ian’s hand tense at her back as he sighed roughly.

“I need to take care of this,” he told her, brushing her forehead with a light kiss as he stepped away. “I’ll leave Deke and Mendez with you. I shouldn’t be gone long.”

She nodded, watching as he moved toward the back of the villa, his tall, leanly muscled body tense and prepared for battle.

When he disappeared into the back hall, she turned to Deke and Mendez. “Why don’t the two of you go on to the kitchen and eat,” she told them, aware that they had missed lunch while she met with Tehya.

Deke stared back at her, his gaze flat before glancing back at Diego. It was obvious he didn’t trust Ian’s father, and she couldn’t blame him much.

“If you need us, just yell,” he murmured.

“I’ll be fine,” she assured him.

Deke and Mendez didn’t hide their reluctance to leave her, but they did anyway. As they headed into the kitchen Kira stepped slowly into the darkened room.

“Saul isn’t with you?” She looked around the room as Diego watched her carefully.

“I sent Saul back to Colombia to oversee the estate there several days ago.” He shrugged, his face shadowed as she moved to the chair across from him. “He is old. This is not the place for him.”

As he resumed his seat she watched as he gripped the glass of liquor between his hands and stared into it as though he weren’t certain if he should drink it or throw it.

“Saul was your father’s advisor, wasn’t he?” she asked.

She was taking advantage of this chance to talk to him, free of Ian’s disapproving gaze or the bodyguards’ obvious curiosity.

Diego smiled fondly at the question. “He and my father, they began the cartel. Saul was his most trusted friend. He returned to help me after Carmelita’s death.”

He hadn’t mentioned his youngest son, but then she had heard that he didn’t.

“Ian, he has completed this promise he made to me quickly, has he not?” Diego asked then. “I asked him to return to rid me of this problem that Sorrell represents. I did not expect him to do this so quickly.”

Sadness filled the monster’s voice.

“He’s very competent,” she agreed as she leaned forward, gripped the decanter of whisky and one of the extra glasses on the table.

As she poured, she was aware of Diego’s eyes on her, his gaze thoughtful.

“You remind me much of his mother, Marika.” Diego sighed. “She had spirit as well. But a spirit filled with grace. She was a lady. You too have this.”

She looked up as she returned the decanter to the table and leaned back in her chair.

“His mother is a very strong woman, she’s had to be. I take that as an incredible compliment.”

“As well you should.” He nodded. “It was meant as one.”

He sipped at his drink then, his expression still though somber, his position relaxed. It wasn’t a relaxation that bespoke confidence though, it was more wearied acceptance.

Kira sipped at the smooth, expensive whisky and continued to watch him, wondering what caused the small frown between his brows, and realizing that Ian had much that same look when something was bothering him.

“Ian frowns like that when he’s thinking.” She shared her thought, offering him a small smile as he lifted his head in surprise.

“He reminds me much of myself, sometimes.” He nodded, a small, subdued smile tugging at his lips. “He is a good man. A man to be proud of.”

Kira nodded rather than speaking.

“He has no pride in his father,” he said, his voice almost a whisper now. “No pride in the world I have built for myself nor what I represent. He calls me ‘pop,’ thinking I am not aware of the condescending meaning behind it. He believes I do not know that he came to me, not for who I am, but for that which I can give him. Sorrell.”

He tossed the drink back then reached for the decanter and poured another.

“What did you expect, Mr. Fuentes?” She was careful to keep her voice gentle, without judgment.

He nodded slowly. “I should be angry.” He lifted his eyes to flash a quick look at her, mocking self-disgust lining his expression now. “I should be angry with my father, with Carmelita for the hell she caused him and Marika. I should be angry with my father for the deception that stole Ian’s mother from my arms. Why am I not angry, Miss Porter?”

He watched her as though genuinely confused by this.

“Perhaps I have grown weak?” he asked then. “I am growing old, my youth is gone. Perhaps this is what comes of a man realizing his chances are gone. When I was young, there was always next year to fix those things I thought I should fix. Next year to atone for the deaths of my brothers. Next year to rail at Carmelita for more children. Next year. Always next year, until one day I awoke to learn that next year could not fix those mistakes I had made.”

Shock held her silent now. This was the monster? This man, not broken, not weak, but realizing the choices and the consequences of his life.

“You killed your brothers,” she said quietly. “Their wives, their children, because they wanted out of the cartel.”

“Is that what you think? That I took those lives simply because they would betray me to your American government?” He laughed at that, though the sound was bitter. “How I wish it had been so simple. That my treachery and blood thirst was so blackened by evil.” He shook his head. “No, Miss Porter, I killed in an act of rage. The explosion that destroyed the home I had given Marika, I learned had been set because my brothers had betrayed her location to my enemies. This I was told, and in my grief, I took all they held dear as well, before killing them.” He shook his head then. “I should have known better. I should have seen that the madness that was affecting my father at that time couldn’t be trusted.”

“Your father told you they were the reason Marika was dead?”

“He told me that my brothers were aligning themselves with our enemies, and it was true that they were. It was only later that I learned that it had not been my brothers who betrayed Marika’s home, but Carmelita. She did so after my father went to Ian’s mother, told her of the business of the cartel, told her that I was vile, deceitful, and all but wed to another. He told her I would kill her once our child was born.”

He moved quickly from his seat, paced to the other side of the room, and tipped the glass to his lips.

“So many mistakes,” he whispered once he had consumed the liquid. “So many times I wished I could go back.” He shook his head then. “I see my son, grown, a man of honor slowly dying inside as he runs this business.” He set the glass on the low marble-topped table beside him and ran his fingers through his unbound hair, keeping his back to her as he stared at the curtained window. “It is almost finished, is it not? He will leave when Sorrell has been dealt with.” He turned to her, staring at her questioningly.

“Ian hasn’t revealed his plans to me, Mr. Fuentes. He hasn’t said one way or the other.”

He nodded again. “He will leave.”

Kira lowered her head, feeling the pain coming in waves from a man who suddenly seemed the least likely of drug lords.

“Marika, she raised a son to be proud of,” he said then, turning to face her once again. “A son to make a man regret, and to make a man wish he were strong enough to give his son the only thing he wants from his father.”

“What does Ian want from you?” she asked.

Bitterness tipped his lips. “My death, Miss Porter. Nothing would make Ian happier than to see me leave this world forever.”

“Or to see you stop feeling sorry for yourself before this meeting.” Ian stepped into the room, his voice low but lashing. He strode to the decanter, poured himself a drink, and tipped it back before speaking again. “Garcia has the soldiers in place and everything’s quiet for now. Kira and I are going to rest until dark. Send Deke up to the room if you need me.”

Kira rose to her feet, hearing the cool, steady tone of his guttural voice, aware that he must have heard much more than Diego’s last statement.

“Of course I will,” Diego said, a shade of sarcasm filling his voice now. “I but live to serve you now, do I not.”

Ian’s jaw clenched as he glanced at Kira, then back to Diego.

“It seems to me that you just live to piss me off at times like this,” he growled. “I can’t afford to have you drunk, Diego. I need you sober and aware tonight.”

“You have never seen me drunken,” Diego snapped then. “Do not give your woman the impression that I am worse than what I am, Ian. I am no drunkard.”

“I didn’t think you were suicidal either,” Ian stated mockingly. “I hope you’d at least stick around long enough to see this through.”

Kira saw the anger glittering in Diego’s eyes then, the dim light from the foyer gleaming on the pitch-black of his eyes.

“I always see it through, Ian,” he reminded his son roughly. “If I do nothing else, I see all things through.”

With that, he stalked across the room, brushed by his son, and made his way quickly through the foyer.

Kira watched Ian as Diego left, the way his shoulders seemed to tense further, his expression tightening more.

“He’s not the only one that wants to get drunk,” Ian muttered. “Come on, let’s go upstairs.”

He didn’t touch her. He didn’t grip her wrist and drag her into the foyer and up the stairs. Instead, he stepped back to the doorway and watched her broodingly.

Kira moved ahead of him, taking the steps quickly and heading to his bedroom suite. She turned to face him once again as he closed and locked the door, then waited until he stepped to the bureau, set his security, and stood staring at the electronics in the drawer for long seconds before closing it and turning back to face her.

He pushed his fingers through his hair, in the same manner that Diego had done earlier. The dark blond strands framed the heavy expression on his face, brushed his shoulders, and tempted her to run her own fingers through it.

“It’s almost over,” he said then, staring around the room before returning his gaze to her. “Almost over.”

She moved to him then, because he should have sounded triumphant, eager to see the finish, he should have been anticipating the end of this night, but she could feel his regret as well.

Not because he would be leaving the cartel, she thought. Instead, she felt the heavy knowledge inside him that things weren’t as he thought they were.

He wouldn’t say it, she could only pray he would realize it before the night was over, but she knew he was realizing there was more than the monster inside Diego Fuentes.

“I came here to kill him.” His voice was soft as he stared back at her. “He was going to rape those girls he kidnapped. He drugged them, one of them died. He allowed his men to rape another in front of her father. He tortured Nathan. He’s killed, destroyed lives. He won’t stop. Letting him live won’t stop the hell he spreads.”

Kira inhaled roughly. What was she supposed to say? How was she supposed to relieve the pain that he wouldn’t admit even to himself that he felt?

“Ian—”

“Son of a bitch, Kira.” His expression twisted, his eyes burning. “I see what he wants me to believe, but I know what he is. He’ll never stop. That fucking whore’s dust he created has destroyed women. The videos he made from them. Those were innocent women. Women who had nothing to do with his games or this world. Those girls he kidnapped. The blood he’s fucking shed.”

He swung away from her as she felt the first tear fall from her own eyes. She saw what Diego wanted to be, and Ian saw what he was. The contradiction would tear Ian apart if he let it.

“It’s not your place to kill him,” she reminded him. “Arrest him. Take him in, Ian. Let DHS deal with him. Don’t place this on your soul.”

She moved to him, her arms sliding around him as she laid her head on his back. “Don’t do this to yourself. Don’t let him destroy you too.”

He inhaled sharply, his hands pressing against hers, holding them close to his body before he turned, surrounded her with his hold, and laid his cheek against her head.

“It’s my responsibility,” he said, his voice heavy.

“No—” she tried to protest, but his finger pressed against her lips, his tortured gaze locked with hers.

“I have to do what I came here to do,” he told her. “He’s not my father, Kira. A father doesn’t murder. He doesn’t allow his men to rape sixteen-year-old girls, and he doesn’t torture good men. That’s not a father, that’s a monster.”

She laid her head against his chest, because she knew that. She knew what he was, and she knew DHS would allow it to continue in exchange for the information he provided. But it didn’t stop her heart from breaking, for Ian, for Diego, for herself. Because she knew if she stood in his way, he would never forgive her. And if she didn’t, the ramifications of what DHS could do to retaliate terrified her.

“You terrify me,” Ian whispered then, his hand cupping her jaw to raise her face to his. “I knew Sorrell would find a way to use you against me in this. I knew it, and I let you stay anyway.”

“Because you know I’m good.” She sniffed, trying to smile, to lighten the pain she knew was flowing through both of them.

“You’re very good,” he agreed, a hungry flame lighting his gaze. “Too damned good.”

“I can be better.” She needed to touch him, to hold him, just one more time, she needed to show him how much of her soul he owned.

“Really?” he questioned her suggestively as she drew back from his chest slowly.

Taking his hand she moved for the bedroom. “Shall I show you?”

“I’m all about show-and-tell,” he assured her, lust beginning to make his voice huskier, raspier. Sexier.

She cast him a sensual look over her shoulder, her lashes lowered, her tongue peeking out to touch her lips suggestively.

“I can show-and-tell,” she promised him, stepping away from him as they went into the bedroom, and turning to face him as she slid her blazer from her shoulders and tossed it to a nearby chair.

The shoulder holster was unclipped and placed on top of the jacket before she sat, unlaced her boots, and pulled them from her feet.

Ian’s eyes were burning with hunger now. His tortured emotions were receding beneath the arousal. When she came to her feet, gripped the hem of her shirt, and pulled it from her body, he jerked into action. Clothes were tossed to the side, littering the floor, crumpled and left to wrinkle as he pulled her naked body against his own.

Sensitive nerve endings screamed in sensation as he lifted her to him and his hair-roughened chest rasped against her nipples. The peaks hardened almost painfully as the blood thundered to them and a gasp left her throat as their lips met in hunger and desperate need.

She was only barely aware of falling to the bed, but she was very much aware of Ian’s larger body covering hers. That wasn’t what she wanted. She wanted him stretched out for her pleasure now, wanted to watch that muscular, hard body tight and straining for release as he had watched her softer one.

With her lips still melded to his, stinging kisses raging between them, she managed to wriggle from beneath him, pushing at his shoulders, nipping at his lips, and silently demanding that he roll to his back.

He pulled her with him as he did, draping her over his chest as one hand slid into the fall of her hair that cascaded over her shoulder, the other playing up and down her back, stroking the fires burning inside her higher, hotter.

She was burning alive for him now. She needed him. Needed him inside her, wrapped around her, needed one last memory of his touch and his love to sustain her in the future.

Just in case. Just in case he walked away once he learned how she had deceived him.

Kira pulled her head back, forcing her eyes open as she stared down at him, seeing the brick-red flush along his dark cheekbones, the glitter of lust in his tobacco eyes, and the need in his expression.

He needed her, needed her touch and her love just as much as she needed his. It wasn’t a one-way street; they met, they fit together.

“What are you going to do now?” His lips quirked as he stared back at her, his lashes lowered sensually over his eyes.

“You’re mine.” Her hands flattened against his chest. “I claim you, Ian. Do you know that?”

Something else flared in his gaze then. Possessiveness, satisfaction, and more. As though the claim were a pleasure itself.

“No less than I claim you, Kira.” His voice throbbed with demand. “You’re a part of me that I never want to lose.”

She knew the emotions she had glimpsed in his eyes then. Her chest clenched with them, her womb flexed, and a sense of belonging swept over her with the power of an orgasm. It lit fires inside her that hadn’t been there before. Fires that flamed brighter, hotter than ever before and built the arousal to an almost painful degree.

“I need to touch you.” A soft cry filled her words as her head lowered to his neck, her tongue stroking over it as his often did hers. “I need to feel you all the way to my soul, Ian.”

He tensed violently beneath her, his eyes dilating in response to her ragged cry as her lips nibbled at his chin, stroked back down his neck. She slid down his body, feeling the sheen of sweat beginning to form on his flesh as the raging length of his cock pressed against her thigh.

“Baby, any time you want it,” he groaned. “Any time you want me, I’m yours.”

If only that were true.

Her lips moved to the hard, flat disc of a male nipple. Her tongue played with it, the salty taste of his flesh exploding against her taste buds as her nails raked down his arms.

She loved his body. The hardness of it, the way the tough, lean muscles flexed and rippled beneath her touch. The way perspiration gleamed on sun-darkened flesh and the scattering of chest hair rasped over her palms and her nipples.

She loved stroking him. Loved the way his eyes narrowed on her and pleasure gleamed in their fiery brown depths.

Her lips moved from one hard male nipple to the other. Her tongue licked over it before she drew it into her mouth and felt it harden further.

Her pussy was weeping with need. She could feel her juices gathering and falling to slicken the swollen lips. Her clit was engorged, throbbing. So desperate that as Kira played the temptress on Ian’s nipples she rubbed the desperate knot of flesh against his thigh where she straddled it.

Hard male hands bunched in her hair as she moaned, rocking against his thigh and nibbling at the tight flesh before licking the hard little point.

Her clit raked over tough, hair-spattered flesh and her juices dampened his thigh. The world began to recede as pleasure began to rock through her.

“You’re like silk and satin, Kira.” His hard, gravelly voice was a different stroke of pleasure. “Silky mouth, satiny pussy. Wet and sweet for me.”

She whispered a cry over his chest as she began to move lower. She had to taste him. Needed to fill her mouth with the male strength and hunger beneath her.

“I love touching you.” The breathless words whispered past her lips without thought. “I love feeling you like this. So hard and powerful.”

She licked at his hard abdomen, raked her teeth over it, skirting the throbbing head of his cock as his hands pulled at her hair.

Tiny streaks of fiery sensation exploded along her scalp as his hips flexed and the engorged cock head stroked along her cheek.

Oh, she knew what he wanted, what she wanted. All of it. Every sensual touch of pleasure wrung from both their bodies.

Her tongue peeked out, raked along the crest, and a muttered groan left his lips. The hard stalk of flesh throbbed and pounded with need as she moved lower.

She licked over the tight flesh, but didn’t linger. As she moved between his thighs, her gaze fastened on the tight, hard spheres that had drawn up tight beneath the hard shaft.

Dark blond male hairs stroked her chin as she placed her tongue at the line that separated his balls from his cock. He jerked beneath her, a low groan vibrating in his chest as she licked sensually, enjoying the male taste against her lips, power and lust and salty spice.

“Kira, baby, you’re pushing control here.” His voice was so husky, so raspy it was like sandpaper in the sensual silence of the room.

“Should I restrain you?” She smiled as she laid a kiss at the base of his cock, then let her teeth rake the area with the utmost gentleness.

He almost snarled in pleasure. The sound had her womb spasming as her pussy clenched with the need to surround his cock.

“Maybe I should restrain you,” he groaned. “You couldn’t destroy a man’s control then.”

“If you restrained me, I couldn’t do this.” She laid her lips along the side of the tight sac, opened them, and sucked the flesh into her mouth. Her tongue stroked, probed, and her mouth suckled sensually as his thighs tensed beside her face.

He liked it. Hell, he might even love it.

Using her suckling mouth, the gentle rasp of teeth, and her lashing tongue, she explored the violently tense sac, feeling the ripples of response in the hard length of his cock and the muscles of his thighs.

“You’re going to mess me up with this,” he protested, but the hard hands in her hair held her to him. “Hell, you’re going to knock yourself out of getting that sweet pussy ate. Do you want to do that?”

“You can dine later.” She smiled against his balls. “This time, it’s my turn.”

She moved higher, licking along the tight flesh of his erection until she reached the crest. Until she could surround it with her mouth and suck it in. Her tongue played, she sucked, moaned, and felt her pussy gushing with slick dampness.

The taste of precum against her tongue had her moaning in hunger. The feel of his hands pulling at her hair, his muscles tightening further beneath her, warned her that his control would end soon.

She looked up at his face, saw the sweat beaded on his forehead as he stared down at her, small rivulets moving along the side of his face as his jaw clenched, his teeth bared.

She tongued the hard cock head, sucked it deep and felt it throb at the back of her throat before her own body forced the end of her play.

If she didn’t have him inside her, she wouldn’t survive. If she didn’t feel the thick, iron-hard flesh filling her, then she might implode from the pressure.

“Come on, baby,” he groaned as she moved up his body, one hand moving from her hair to grip her thigh and move it over his body as she straddled his hips. “Give us both what we need.”

She whimpered as the engorged crest tucked between the swollen lips of her pussy. Gazing into his eyes, she felt her juices wash from her body, coating his cock head, preparing it to stretch and possess.

“You know what’s going to happen,” he warned her tightly. “I can’t take you easy.”

“If I wanted easy,” she panted. “I wouldn’t have followed you.”

His hands gripped her hips as he suddenly shifted, his hips plunging up, driving his cock halfway inside her as her back bowed and a throttled scream left her throat.

“Fuck, feel how tight you are, Kira,” he snarled. “So tight and hot over my cock you’re burning me alive.”

Her head tossed, her lips parted to draw in air as she locked her eyes with his.

“Not enough.” She could barely breathe for the pleasure, the hunger. “Not enough.”

She could feel the perspiration running over her breasts, feel her juices flowing through her pussy as it stretched to accommodate the girth filling it.

“I have more, sweetheart,” he crooned roughly. “God, do I have more for you.”

He retreated, pulled back, his hands tightening at her hips. As she felt him gather to plunge inside her again, she tightened the muscles of her pussy and thrust down.

Their cries mingled, wove together, as the force of each movement plunged his erection to the hilt inside her.

There was no stopping her now, and there was no stopping him. Straining, thrusting upward, he fucked into her with hard, powerful strokes and she moved with him, riding him hard, pushing herself to take all the pleasure she could gather.

His hands bit into her hips. Her clit rasped against his pelvis as she leaned forward, her hands bracing on his chest, and a second later, everything inside her exploded.

She screamed his name, because she couldn’t hold it back. She heard her name echo around her as she disintegrated.

The orgasm was violent, clenching the muscles of her pussy around his suddenly spurting cock as his seed jetted inside her. Her womb spasmed, rippled, and pleasure detonated there as well. Her clit burst with sensation as her orgasm echoed and built throughout her body until it exploded in one last fiery conflagration and flung her into a world of star-studded night and rapturous color.

“I love you,” she cried, falling against his chest as involuntary spasms gripped them both. “God help me, Ian. I love you.”

“Love you,” he groaned, his corded body still tight, his cock jerking inside her. “Ah baby, I love you.”

Perspiration melded them together as the tiny aftershocks slowly eased through both their bodies. Exhaustion claimed her, dragging her eyes down, reminding her of the sleep she had lost in the past days.

Just for a minute, she thought, letting it have her as Ian held her safe and warm in his arms. She would give in for just a moment.


 

 

 

Twenty-nine

 

 

THEY MANAGED A FEW HOURS’ sleep then a quick shower at the edge of darkness.

“I need you to dress soft,” he told her as she walked naked to the closet where her clothes had been placed.

“Soft in what manner?” She looked back at him, considering her options.

“Sorrell will check you for weapons.” His expression was heavy, tormented. “I want him to think you’re helpless, weak. He knows who you are, so he knows you’re smart. But he doesn’t know you’re deadly. Let’s keep him in the dark where that’s concerned.”

Kira nodded and moved into the closet. She chose a butter-soft bronze sundress and creamy ultrahigh heels.

Four-inch heels were sexy as hell, and these added another element. Each heel contained a three-inch razor-sharp dagger imbedded within it.

She couldn’t carry a gun but the stretchy silk of the dress would be easy to move in. It was short enough to allow her legs a measure of freedom but long enough to preserve her modesty.

Her panties were a thong, her bra lacy and comfortable. When she finished dressing, she was the epitome of helpless female.

“You’re fucking dangerous,” Ian growled as she checked the daggers in the heels of the shoes before sliding them on her feet.

“Smart.” She grinned. “It wasn’t easy figuring out how to insert those daggers.”

“Yeah, I can see that.” He swallowed tightly.

Kira let her gaze flicker over his jean-clad thighs and held back her smile at the evidence of the arousal that filled his jeans.

“You need to get a handle on that hard-on, Ian,” she murmured, sidling up to him, her hand smoothing down his chest to the bulge in his jeans.

Her hand shaped it lovingly as his palm slid up her side and cupped the undercurve of her breast.

“Be careful,” he whispered against her lips again. “Be safe.”

“You watch my back, I’ll watch yours,” she promised, returning the stroke of his lips against her own. “We’ll be okay, you’ll see.”

Her hand slid back up his chest until it pressed over his heart. She felt the hard, steady thump and strengthened herself with it. It was almost over. One way or the other, the danger that stalked him, the life that would have destroyed him, was almost over.

“Don’t stand in my way,” he warned her then.

Kira froze and looked at him, feeling the heaviness clench her chest.

“What do you mean?”

“With Diego. Don’t stand in my way, Kira.”

She nodded slowly. It was her job to stand in his way, to protect Diego, but as she gazed at Ian, she knew she couldn’t, she wouldn’t do it.

Lives had been destroyed because of Diego. He saw the life he lived as a game, an amusing pastime where he made the rules and he directed the players; that would never stop.

Teenagers had died because of whore’s dust. He had made millions off the underground rape videos his men had made using the drug. Innocent women had committed suicide, or lived with the knowledge that their greatest pain was being salivated over by distant watchers.

He had tortured Nathan, tortured him, found pleasure in the battle the other man had fought to stay true to his marriage vows.

He was a monster. It didn’t matter that the monster loved his son, because even that would be twisted, used, and would ultimately destroy Ian.

Walking away wasn’t an option for Ian. He would know he’d had the chance to stop the horror and hadn’t taken it and it would destroy him in ways that killing Diego never could.

“I have your back.” She finally whispered the promise, the vow. “No matter what you do, Ian. I have your back.”

The brooding pain in his gaze slowly eased away, his eyes becoming flat, hard. This was the cartel heir, the man who had proved he was strong enough, merciless enough, to hold the reins of the Fuentes cartel. All she could think was that DHS was damned lucky he was on their side, rather than the enemy’s.

He finally nodded in turn before walking to the dresser. Drawing the Glock from the upper drawer, he pushed it into the back of his jeans then collected the extra clips of ammo.

“He and his bodyguard will be armed,” he told her. “Handguns only. Tehya’s weapon will be Velcroed to the small of her back, and Antoli will be carrying several weapons. When things go to hell make certain you’re in position to either take the weapon from Sorrell’s bodyguard or to collect one from Antoli. His job is to protect Tehya above everything else; that leaves me and you to watch each other’s backs.

“Durango team and teams four and eight will converge on the estate after Sorrell is inside. They have to take out any forces that follow behind Sorrell before they can move in to help us. We’ll be on our own in that room, Kira, don’t kid yourself about that.” His gaze bored into hers. “We have to keep Tehya safe, as well as ourselves, until Reno and the team can get to us. Understood?”

She nodded sharply.

“Let’s go then.” He breathed in roughly. “Reno and Macey will have Tehya here within minutes and we’re only hours from Sorrell’s arrival. We can expect him—”

“—to be either late or early but never on time,” Kira finished for him. “When he shows the birthmark, check it closely, then check his bodyguard for one. He’s not above a switch. Make him speak to Tehya to confirm voice identification and pay attention to the bodyguard’s body language as well as Sorrell’s. Above all things, remember Sorrell has stayed unidentified to this point for a reason. How did I do?” She flashed him a knowing smile.

“Dangerously efficient.” The smile he gave in turn was easier, more confident. “Let’s get this done. I think I’ve had enough of Aruba. I’m eager to get home.”

“Ian.” She caught his arm as he moved to turn toward the door. “There’s something you don’t know.”

His expression closed. As though he did know, as though he had been waiting, watching. She felt her throat tighten, knowing she had to tell him the truth about Diego and DHS. She didn’t have a choice. She couldn’t let him kill without the facts.

“About Diego?” he asked harshly.

“There’s more to this than you know.”

“Don’t.” His voice cut like a knife. “I don’t want to know.”

She stared at him in surprise. “Ian, you have to hear this.”

“Later.”

“There won’t be time later. It’ll be too late,” she gritted out.

She could see the suspicion in his eyes, and knew he was aware that things weren’t as they seemed. That Diego had escaped justice all these years for a reason.

“You know,” she whispered.

“That Diego plays games with DHS?” he asked, a bitter, mocking curve curling his lips. “I know.”

“And you didn’t say anything to me?”

“You didn’t say anything to me either, Kira,” he reminded her as she loosened her hold on him. “I’ve always suspected it. We were pulled out of the game when Nathan went missing, given strict orders not to kill Diego when we went after the senator’s girls. Every time we’ve struck against him, we were hampered, our hands tied. I knew he was in bed with those bastards.”

“There’s a reason.” She licked her lips nervously. “It’s not just a game with DHS.”

“Of course it is.” Bitterness filled his voice. “Doesn’t matter the reason for it, it’s still a game.”

He reached out and touched her cheek, running the backs of his fingers over it. “That’s why you came here, wasn’t it? To protect Diego.”

“No.” She shook her head. “It was never about Diego. I came here because of you. I used Diego as the excuse.”

He leaned forward and kissed her lips. “Thank you for that, Kira. But this isn’t about DHS or what they want. This is about letting a monster roam free because politicians and paper pushers believe the information he gives is more important. The needs of the many outweigh the pain of the few. I can’t see it that way. I won’t see it that way.”

“He’s still your father,” she whispered. “No one would blame you for walking away.”

He inhaled deeply, staring over her shoulder for long seconds before his gaze came back to hers. The sadness, the somber acceptance of responsibility, darkened the fire in his eyes and dug creases of pain into his face.

“Because he is my father, the blame would be more mine than DHS’s,” he told her. “He’s my responsibility, because I’m here, in place, with the means and the chance.”

“DHS won’t let you forget it.”

“I have their agreement signed, sealed, and protected. It releases to the major newspapers across the world the minute Sorrell’s death is announced. I’m not stupid. I know how that game works too. Now let’s go. We’ll argue over it later. Later.”

He said it as though he had said it to himself often. Later. Now was the time to face Sorrell, to face the decisions he had made over the course of years. Kira only prayed that both of them could live with those choices.


 

 

 

Thirty

 

 

KIRA STOOD CONFIDENTLY, AMUSEMENT GLITTERING deliberately in her eyes, when the limousine entered the gates of the Fuentes estate and pulled up to the sheltered entrance to the house.

She stood at the bottom of the steps, but didn’t deign to open the door to the luxury vehicle. The chauffeur moved from the front, irritation lining his face as he glanced at her.

She gave him a jaunty smile and stepped back as he swung the door open.

Sorrell and his associate, she presumed. They stepped from the vehicle, exuding arrogance and superiority despite the black masks that covered their faces.

“Kira Porter.” A flash of a smile, familiar and faintly disarming, touched his mouth.

She arched a brow and glanced at his companion, instantly knowing who Sorrell was, and it wasn’t the charming, smiling masked man facing her.

She turned back to the charmer though. “Sorrell?” She peered at him as though uncertain, unknowing.

His smile was condescending. “You will take us to Mr. Fuentes, I presume?” His hand wrapped around her arm, the thin leather gloves doing nothing to disguise the strength in the grip.

“You presume right.” She flipped him another smile. “We’ll just go through the door here.”

The doors were open wide, showing the deserted foyer that awaited inside. “Ian’s waiting in the study, as well as his father and your daughter. She’s a beautiful young woman. A shame she was raised without her father.”

A blessing was more like it.

The fingers tightened on her arm.

“Let’s not bruise the skin.” She tapped at his wrist with her opposite hand. “Ian gets upset when I get bruised. Mars the skin. He’s funny about that.”

As was Sorrell. Rumor was that he would kill if merchandise was bruised or in any way broken. He liked giving pain himself, and he knew how to do it without leaving a mark. She restrained her shiver and moved into the house, very aware of the hand holding on to her.

The grip was strong—the bodyguard, she presumed—and he was heavily armed. Beneath the long jacket he wore was a harnessed automatic weapon, most likely Uzi-type. A backup at his ankle and she was betting on another at his back.

The broader, stouter figure who walked on the other side of her wasn’t as heavily armed. He was dressed casually in dark slacks and jacket. A weapon at his back would be expected, most likely another handgun harnessed beneath his arm from what she had glimpsed of his jacket.

To come here unarmed would have been idiocy. But it made the upcoming meeting and the plans that were in place harder to execute. She wasn’t armed. Ian would be. Teyha and Antoli would be.

Not for the first time, Kira wondered at the plan they had in place. In theory, she agreed with Ian. If they arrested Sorrell, he would soon escape, one way or the other. The only thing they would gain would be his identity and his wrath, and Nathan Malone would never be same. On the other side of the coin, the imminent bloodshed raked at her conscience.

They were monsters. They were evil. They were killers of the worst sort. But how did that make her, Ian, and Durango team any better?

“In here, gentlemen.” She stopped before the door, well aware that Deke and Trevor were watching from the upper landing, well hidden from the two visitors.

The door opened wide, revealing Tehya, for all intents and purposes bound to the high-backed chair across the room. The chair had been placed in front of the wide windows, the drawn shades lending a creamy backdrop to the brilliant, bloodred waves of hair that flowed around her.

Antoli stood behind her, a Glock held in the hand resting comfortably by his side.

“My daughter.” There was a sigh from behind Kira as Tehya’s gaze clashed with the men behind her.

That voice was soft, almost reverent.

“What a beauty you have become,” Sorrell whispered.

Tehya sneered back at him. “Perfect breeder, am I?”

A long sigh whispered through the silence. “You are my child. You would have been adored. You will be adored. Treasured.”

“And bred in an incestuous relationship.” Her expression contorted in fury.

“I would have loved you.”

“You would have destroyed me as you destroyed my mother and everyone else you’ve ever touched. You bastard!”

At that moment, Kira felt the barrel that pressed against her forehead and the tightening of the fingers on her arm.

“Mr. Fuentes.” The stouter, barrel-chested man at her side snapped at Ian and Diego as angry tension filled the room then. “There will be no negotiations. Release my daughter and send her this way, and the lovely Miss Porter might live to see another day.”

She hated it when men went back on their word. It just pissed her off.

Her gaze sliced to Ian as he leaned back comfortably in his chair, his legs lifted and resting on the corner of his desk as he watched Sorrell with no small amount of amusement.

Antoli’s gun lifted to Tehya’s forehead and Diego sipped at his whisky from where he sat beside Ian’s desk in a comfortable leather chair.

“You know, we can do this the easy way, or the hard way,” Ian said.

The gun at her head said.

“Perhaps the easy way then.” He muttered his cue to Kira.

Kira dropped. She simply bent her legs, pulling them up, and let herself fall and roll as Ian’s bodyguards swarmed around the two men.

There was a curse, a grunt, and as she rolled to her feet in a crouch, it was to see the two men unmasked. And she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. There had to be a mistake.

She had known there was something familiar about the two men, known that she should have recognized something about them, but the French accents had thrown her off. The supposedly natural accents, the arrogance in the tone that she hadn’t heard before.

It wasn’t any of the men they had suspected. The associate he had brought with him wasn’t Gregor Ascarti as they had assumed it would be.

The men, unmasked, were friends, associates of hers and Jason’s, European but not French, and so well respected that she knew the knowledge of this would rock the world.

“Kenneth,” she whispered, staring at the younger man, seeing the familiar brown eyes, the thinning brown hair.

He inclined his head regally as she turned her gaze to his father.

“You killed my parents,” she whispered. “Then cried at their funeral.”

Joseph Fitzhugh, distantly related to royalty, and friends with the current president of the United States. Good friends. Hunting-and-fishing-type friends.

“The loss of your parents was regrettable, but necessary,” Joseph informed her in frosty tones. “That was a nice move you performed in breaking Kenneth’s hold,” he complimented her. “I will assume you have had more training than I suspected?”

“Much more,” she whispered faintly, coming to her feet as Ian stood at his desk.

Tehya was free, now placed behind Antoli who stood ready, arms outstretched and braced, as he covered the bodyguards. Tehya held the backup weapon Ian had given her, covering the two men as well.

“Quite interesting.” Joseph’s lips twisted in disgust. “I must admit, Mr. Fuentes, I expected you to keep your word. One man apiece, was that not the agreement?”

“I lied.” Ian shrugged easily. “As, it appears, you did as well.”

Joseph frowned. “My profile for you did not take into account the influence of your father, perhaps. The conclusions I drew suggested you would keep to your bargain, as your word has always held true. Until now.”

“Extreme situations, extreme measures.” Ian smiled. “Some things are just worth lying for. Check his back, Deke, let’s make sure we have Sorrell before this goes any further.”

Trevor jerked the terrorist’s arms behind his back, flattening him against the wall beside them as Deke jerked his jacket up. They relieved him of his weapons first, then tugged the edge of his belted slacks down just enough to glimpse the incriminating birthmark. The form of a crude scythe could be seen, perhaps two inches tall, from across the room.

“It’s natural,” Deke snapped. “We have him.”

At that moment the lights snapped off, gunfire erupted outside, and all hell broke loose inside.

Kira scrambled across the room, kicking her shoes off and going low to reach Tehya.

“Weapon,” she snapped, reaching for Antoli as gunfire blazed in the room.

A handgun slapped into her hand as Antoli threw Tehya her way.

“Get her the hell out of here,” he snarled.

“Kira.” Ian’s voice yelled through the chaos.

“Clear,” she yelled back, pulling Tehya across the floor as bullets ripped into the area they had just been in.

“Stay put!” Ian reached Kira, jerking Kira behind the heavy desk that had been reinforced along the insides with thick metal that evening. Once securing her, Ian crouched and made his way through the darkened room.

The war zone outside and inside blasted through Kira’s head as she reached out to grab Tehya and shoved her beneath the desk.

“Listen to me.” Kira turned to Tehya, grabbing her shoulder with her free hand and shaking it as Tehya tried to crawl from beneath the desk. “Every Sorrell soldier out there is looking for you, and they will take you. Stay here. Don’t fucking move. It’s the only way you’ll be safe.”

“I’ll only be safe if he’s dead,” Tehya snarled back, fury tearing at her voice. “He knew what he was doing here. He meant to kill all of you.”

“And he still might if you mess this up,” Kira snapped back. “We suspected this. Stay in place. Don’t move, Tehya. Swear it to me or I swear to God I’ll knock you out myself.”

The darkness of the room was almost absolute, the sound of gunfire inside the house and outside a shock to the senses.

Kira nodded shortly before crouching and making her way to the edge of the desk to peer around it.

There was a body stretched out by the door. For a moment, Kira’s heart leapt in her chest in fear before she realized it was an unfamiliar form, likely one of Sorrell’s soldiers that had moved in close. Blood flowed from beneath him, puddling on the expensive marble of the foyer, and onto the hardwood just inside the office.

A minute amount of moonlight came from the living room and solarium across the foyer as rapid bursts of gunfire continued outside.

Kira glanced back at where Tehya sat, her wild green eyes gleaming with murderous rage. Controlling her wasn’t going to be easy, and the danger had just intensified. Kira couldn’t move into the fight and she couldn’t afford to attempt to get Tehya to a more secure location.

She ducked back behind the desk and scooted in beside the other girl. They both stared straight ahead, weapons held ready.

“Are we pussies or what?” Tehya suddenly hissed.

Kira glanced over at her. “Last time I looked I had one,” she informed her, then cursed as bullets ripped through the window across the room and shattered through the wood of the desk.

The heavy steel encasing three sides of the desk pinged and shuddered.

“Fuck!” Tehya breathed roughly. “Do you really want to play the helpless female like this?”

Kira grunted. If she moved, Ian was going to kill her, there was no doubt in her mind—if Sorrell or one of his men didn’t do it for him.

“Some fucking Homeland Security agent you are,” Tehya griped.

“Homeland isn’t my boss.” Contract agent, she told herself. There was a difference.

“You’re an agent of someone’s,” the other girl argued, ducking instinctively as more pings hit the steel around them. “We’re dead here. Is that what we want?”

Unfortunately, Tehya was right.

“Ian’s going to rip me a new one,” Kira said.

“Sucks to be you,” Teyha agreed. “Do we go?”

Bullets rained around them, and Kira swore one of those pings nearly ripped through the steel into her kidney.

Kira bit her lip in indecision. Sitting here like a sacrificial lamb didn’t seem like the best idea in the world, that was for damned sure.

“Sorrell’s going to try to move through the house and circle back here. He’ll suspect we stayed in place.” Kira flinched as more bullets ripped into the room. “We’ll hit the foyer and make our way to the back of the house.”

Damn, she wished she had one of those handy receivers the rest of the teams were wearing. At least she would be able to contact Daniel. He would be looking for her exclusively, she knew that. All she had to do was find him. One thing was for damned sure, he would never expect her to stay put.

More bullets pinged into the steel.

“Fuck, let’s go. Stay at my back and keep up, and for God’s sake, if you see Sorrell, then we fucking run.”

Crouching, Kira eased from under the desk, staying low before checking the darkness for any movement. Tehya followed behind her. Kira’s night vision was a little better now, giving her a measure of confidence as she looked back at Tehya and gave her a quick hand signal to hold in place until she secured the path to the door.

Crouching by the side of the desk she waited, knowing that once she moved past it she would be undefended until she reached the foyer.

She pulled her shoes off, slid the daggers free, gripped the small blocks that doubled as the bottom of the shoes’ heels between her fingers, and moved forward.

As she cleared the desk, something hit her in the side, the gun went flying from her hand, and the breath whoosed out of her lungs as she landed on the floor.

A fist rammed into her side again before she could gather herself, before she could evade it, then hard hands circled her neck, cutting off her air.

She caught the glitter of enraged eyes and Kenneth’s shadowed expression before she rammed the daggers into his side and bucked against his hold.

“Bitch!” he snarled, but his grip loosened, just enough, the pressure of his knees on her arms shifted as she bucked, and the next second a gunshot filled the air before he was kicked off her.

Tehya gripped Kira’s arm, jerking her from the floor and back to the desk as gunfire filled the room again.

Kira shook her head, staring at Kenneth’s fallen form in shock for long seconds.

“Here.” Teyha shoved the gun that had been knocked from her back into her hands. “Are you okay?”

“Fuck! Didn’t see that coming.” Kira was still trying to breathe, to process the quickness of the attack and the death.

“Let’s get the hell out of here,” Tehya hissed. “Those bastards out there know we’re in here.”

She was right. They had to get out of here now.

Staying low, Kira covered the short distance to the doorway first, weapon held ready, scanning the darkness quickly before sliding to the side of the wall and covering the other girl’s route.

As Tehya slid in beside her, bullets cut through the room, almost as though someone knew they were there, knew where to strike hardest.

She could hear men screaming outside, shouted orders and foreign curses. The front door was still wide open, leaving them defenseless.

Moving quickly, Kira pulled Tehya after her, dragging her beneath the staircase and peering out wearily toward the open door before motioning Tehya to the back hallway that led to the servants’ stairs on one side and the kitchen on the other.

Damn Ian. He had run off to play the hero and have all the fun by himself, again. Diego was nowhere to be found, and Ian’s bodyguards were likely the buffoons yelling from upstairs.

Sorrell was still in the house, she knew he was, she could feel it. Her and Tehya’s best bet would be to get outside, sheltered by the heavy gardens, and find a nice place to lie low.

Directing Tehya’s gaze to the back hall, Kira motioned to the kitchen and out the back door with hand signals, watching the other girl’s face as her eyes narrowed and she nodded in understanding.

Holding up three fingers, Kira counted down the seconds.

One.

Two.

Three.

She ran quickly around the corner beneath the staircase and ducked into the hallway, weapon drawn and scanning the darkness, before throwing herself across the open doorway.

She could see Tehya from where she stood now, watching her closely. No gunfire had ripped through the foyer, though there was plenty of it outside and the voices were coming closer.

Holding up three fingers she counted again, watching Tehya’s shadowed face. One. Two. Three.

The other girl followed her movements exactly and within seconds they were both flattened against the wall, Kira covering the servants’ stairs and Tehya watching the hallway that led to the kitchen and pantry.

Touching Tehya on the shoulder, Kira indicated herself then pointed to the doorway. When Tehya nodded Kira pointed to her, then pointed two fingers toward her own eyes before holding up three fingers. Wait until Kira looked back through the door, then give three seconds and follow.

Tehya nodded, holding her weapon in a two-handed grip to the side of her thigh as they both quickly checked back toward the stairs and then the pantry.

Holding the Glock likewise, Kira eased to the kitchen doorway. The gunfire was much lighter outside now, the American voices yelling orders, assuring Kira that the SEAL teams were on top. Out back, the action was even lighter. With any luck she and Tehya could slip into the heavy foliage of the gardens at the side of the house and remain hidden to avoid stray bullets or overzealous soldiers.

She paused at the side of the doorway, crouched nearly to her knees, and peeked in before diving into the room and rolling to the side of the wall.

She swept the room with her eyes and her weapon, her heartbeat tripping in her chest at the flashes of light outside the shattered windows.

Her back to the refrigerator, she turned, peeked around it quickly, and pulled back. Waiting a second, she peeked around again before sliding around to the front of it. If she remembered correctly there was a doorway leading to the pantry right beside it. She needed to check.

She was going to check when a shadow flashed and agony snapped her wrist.

 

IAN HAD SUSPECTED SORRELL WOULD pull something but he hadn’t expected the extent of the chaos he could cause. Staying on Sorrell’s ass after Kenneth fell and tracking him through the villa wasn’t easy.

He wouldn’t leave the house, Ian thought as he made his way along the back hall that led to the servants’ stairs. He would stay in place, wait for his forces to overtake the villa then collect his daughter. He hadn’t expected the trained Navy SEALs that converged on his soldiers and he sure as hell wouldn’t be expecting the fact that Macey’s listening device had recorded every second of the meeting. The SEALs knew who they were looking for and what his capture would mean.

“Ian report,” Reno’s voice snapped into the receiver at his ear.

Ian paused on the upper landing, looking into the long hallway with narrowed eyes through the night-vision goggles he had grabbed from a drawer in his desk after the lights had gone out.

“He’s still in the house. I saw him hit the servants’ stairs but I haven’t found him yet,” Ian reported.

“Teams two and four have taken a few hits,” Reno said. “We’re still clearing out Fitzhugh’s forces with your soldiers’ help. We’re making progress. What about the girl?”

“Get me some help in here if you want her,” Ian snapped. “Antoli was down last time I checked and he was her protection. Deke is at my back and the others are checking the house.”

He glanced back at Deke before giving him a signal to proceed.

Ian ducked across the hallway, flattening himself in the doorway of the linen closet there as Deke crouched and aimed his weapon into the hallway.

Nothing stirred.

Sorrell was hiding, waiting.

As Ian prepared to move again a shattered feminine cry drifted up the stairs. Kira’s cry, rife with pain, fear. Ian knew that Sorrell had her.


 

 

 

Thirty-one

 

 

HER WRIST WAS BROKEN, KIRA knew that the moment the gun dropped from her hand and Joseph Fitzhugh jerked her back into his barrel chest.

“You fucking bitch,” he snarled in her ear. “I should have killed you along with your parents. This is what I get for having mercy on you.”

“You were going to kidnap me.” She knew that the moment his identity was revealed. “That’s why Jase hid me all those years. Why he surrounded me with bodyguards.”

She fought to breathe through the pain.

“Jason was an idiot. A very lucky idiot,” he snarled at her ear. “He was supposed to be with them. Everyone but poor little Kira, who would have made me so much money.”

His hand tightened on her wrist, bringing a ragged cry from her throat as the pain threatened to steal her consciousness. Bastard. Son of a bitch. Did he think a broken wrist was going to disable her?

“Poor little Kira is going to kick your ass,” she hissed, then screamed again as he applied pressure to her wrist once more.

“Where is my daughter?” His voice was low, evil, the smooth French accent almost natural, definitely worthy of an Academy Award.

“We were separated.” She breathed through the pain, fighting to keep her head clear. God, she was going to fucking kill him.

“You’re lying to me.”

She shook her head desperately, praying Tehya stayed hidden.

“It was too dark. I couldn’t find her. I was looking . . .”

He twisted her wrist and she lost it. Her stomach roiled, pitching with the pain as darkness threatened her vision.

Gagging, she leaned over, fighting to hold on to consciousness.

“Don’t you puke on me, you stupid whore.” He jerked her back from him, using his hold on her wrist.

Agony blazed through her mind, exploded in her head as she went to her knees. And it kept exploding.

He jerked her again, nearly ripping her wrist off as he fell. Kira’s free hand clawed at his, breaking his hold, only distantly aware of the explosions that didn’t seem to stop as she pitched to the floor, rolled, and cradled her wrist to her chest while the pain continued to resound in her head.

She heard someone screaming her name. Screaming hoarsely. Ian. That was Ian’s voice. Ian’s hands lifting her as she fought to hold on to consciousness through the agony resounding through her arm.

Oh hell, she was a pussy, she thought, just as Tehya had accused.

 

IAN HELD KIRA AS SHE passed out. Mercifully. He cradled her in his arms as Daniel rushed to her, his hands moving to the broken wrist, hurriedly splinting it as Ian stared at Sorrell, otherwise known as Joseph Fitzhugh.

Lights had swept into the kitchen the minute Kira’s screams had sounded. And Tehya had rushed in, firing every round the Glock held straight into her father’s chest.

She stood over him, staring down at his body, her face bloodless, her green eyes wilder than before as Antoli stood behind her, watching her like a man tormented, the gash in his head bleeding profusely.

Deke, Trevor, Mendez, and Cristo were all in good shape, all armed and standing around Ian and the two women protectively as the gunfire outside finally leveled off.

“Where’s Diego?” He finally realized the other man hadn’t been seen since the lights went off.

Deke looked around the room then back at Ian in confusion.

“Reno, Diego’s missing, do you have a fix?” Ian snapped. He had attached a transmitter to Diego as well as the two women without their knowledge well before Sorrell had shown up.

“Tracker shows he’s with the women.” Macey’s voice came through the line.

“He’s not here.”

“His signal is right there beside the two women,” Macey repeated patiently.

Ian looked around. Kira was in his arms, Tehya beside her.

“Deke, check me for the transmitter.” Resignation filled his voice.

Deke moved to him quickly, running his hands over the collar of Ian’s shirt as Ian continued to hold Kira to his chest.

“Here it is.”

Diego had slapped his shoulder before Sorrell had arrived. He had known about the tracker.

“He’s flown,” Ian snapped into the link. “Find the bastard. Son of a bitch. He got away.”

 

DIEGO STARED AT THE LIGHTS blazing in the villa an hour later, surrounded by his personal team of soldiers and sailing for home.

He gripped the rail of the borrowed yacht, grief lying tight in his chest, clenching his stomach. Tears would have fallen had he been alone.

A boy should not be forced to kill his father, he thought to himself, continuing to stare at the receding lights of the estate Ian had moved them into. At his side, laughably enough, was his DHS handler. It was amazing really how his deal with DHS had worked out through the years. Such as now.

“My dear Mr. McClane, how do you think Ian is going to feel once he learns how easily you managed to slip me from the island and also that you warned me of what may well happen?”

McClane sighed at that. “It would be nice if he didn’t find out, Fuentes. You know what they say about burning bridges. As your legal counsel in this matter, I can assure you, it could be a deal breaker with DHS.”

Diego chuckled, but the sound was rusty, bitter.

He hadn’t had his son long enough, hadn’t had a chance to pull free those more calculating tendencies he knew Ian must surely possess. He hadn’t had enough time to gain his loyalty, and he had known it. Just as he had known it was Ian’s intention all along to kill him when this was finished.

“A man shouldn’t have to murder his own father,” he whispered then, aware that the agent was listening.

“If I didn’t agree, I wouldn’t have had the yacht waiting for you.”

Diego nodded and sighed again. Wearily.

“Marika raised a fine man,” he told Jason then.

“Yes, she did, despite Carmelita’s attempts to have him killed.”

He was always being reminded of this. As though there were a way he could go back in time to change the past. If only he could. He would have given his own soul to do just that.

“Did you know about him when I made my deal with DHS?” Diego wondered aloud.

“None of us knew about him until he and his stepfather approached the director,” Jason assured him, his voice as cold and unemotional as ever.

Yes, that sounded like Ian, and Marika. They wouldn’t have wanted anyone to know the shameful secret of who Ian’s father was.

He couldn’t find it in himself to blame the boy; as Jason said, Carmelita had made his life hell. She had helped mold the man Ian had become, and Diego cursed her to hell for it.

“The estate is secured?” he asked then.

“Secured. Ian will receive his orders tonight that you’re protected by DHS. And in return you sign the papers I brought that you’ll refrain from taking any U.S. government personnel hostage. Should you learn they are agents of the U.S. you will contact me and I’ll take care of them.”

Diego nodded. Yes, it had been a mistake to allow Clay and Sorrell to hold Nathan Malone. The testing of the whore’s dust on the SEAL had been amusing, and it had taught him something about the depth of a man’s soul. Malone had never broken. He had always known that the women brought to him were not his wife.

“Perhaps I will concentrate on some of the plans Ian placed into motion while he was with me,” he mused. “Several of those business look very lucrative.”

“Going legit, Fuentes?” McClane’s voice was mocking.

“Legit?” Diego frowned. “The time has passed for that, my friend. Very much so. But perhaps it is time to face the future. No children, no grandchildren, no time to teach a child about the legacy being passed to him. Perhaps it is time to just let it go.”

He didn’t give McClane time to answer. He turned, pushed his hands into his pockets, and entered the lavish interior of the yacht before continuing to his room. It wouldn’t take long to reach Colombia. A plane would be awaiting him and he would fly home where Saul waited for him.

To an empty, lonely estate.

Could anything be worse?


 

 

 

Thirty-two

 

 

KIRA OPENED HER EYES, GROANED, and closed them again. She remembered. Oh hell yes, she remembered passing out like a wimp. And that was it.

She stared around the bedroom, the same bedroom she and Ian shared at the Fuentes villa. There was no broken glass here, no shattered windows or bullet-riddled furniture. Just her.

“You’re awake.”

Her eyes jerked to the doorway, to Ian as he stepped into the bedroom, then to Daniel and Durango team as they entered behind him.

She glanced at the cast on her wrist and the sunlight outside the room.

“How long was I out?” She hated passing out. Tehya was right, she was a pussy. It was the whole pain thing. She hated it, it just pissed her off, and if it was strong enough, caused her to pass out. It was pathetic.

“Close to ten hours.” Ian sat on the bed beside her, reaching out to smooth her hair back from her cheek as she looked at the cast on her wrist once again.

Anything to keep from looking at Ian.

“Teyha’s safe,” Daniel told her from the bottom of the bed. “She’s on her way to Fitzhugh’s estate in France to allow the authorities, both French and American, into his private computers. With him and his legal son dead, she’ll have to have a few DNA tests, but it will be relatively easy for her to claim his estate. And we need his files.”

“He’s dead?” She looked up at Ian in surprise.

“Tehya,” he said simply. “He was distracted with you, he didn’t see her step into the kitchen. She emptied the Glock in his chest.”

A daughter had killed her father.

Had Ian killed his? She continued to stare up at him, the question in her eyes.

“It would appear DHS warned Diego months ago that he could end up tasting one of my bullets,” he said coolly. “He escaped during the chaos. The last word we had on him was that his DHS handler was escorting him back to Colombia. They’re revising his agreement with them. With any luck, he’ll never torture another SEAL.”

It didn’t sit easy with him, she could see that, but she could also see the acceptance in his eyes.

“We’re heading back downstairs,” Reno announced then. “We have a carrier headed this way and a copter ready to escort us home. I should be home in time to wake my wife and newborn son with the news that Ian’s home and all’s well.” He nodded to both of them. “Be ready to roll.”

Durango team strolled from the bedroom, leaving her alone with Ian and Daniel.

“Jason’s called me back, he even promised me a vacation.” Daniel grimaced. “Can you hide the wrist until I collect my bonus? It’s really not my fault you were hurt this time, Kira. And I’m telling you, Caroline is going to make me quit if Jason decides to bruise my face again.”

She rolled her eyes at his pitiful, hangdog expression.

“Jason won’t know about the wrist until you get your bonus,” she promised, almost shaking her head at him. “But you really need to have a talk with Caroline, Daniel. Bodyguards get bruised sometimes.”

“By the bad guys,” he growled, disgust suddenly weighing heavily in his voice. “Not by the damned boss because the charge doesn’t know how to keep her butt out of trouble.”

She grinned at that, then glanced at Ian. He was no more amused than Daniel was. She cleared her throat, wrinkled her nose, then picked at the tattered, bloodstained material of her dress. Damn, it was ruined.

“Get on out of here, Daniel,” Ian ordered him then. “You should have a few days before Jason gets a look at her. By then the bruises should be . . . Well, worse anyway.”

Yeah, she was bruised. She could feel a nice one forming beneath her eye and had already glimpsed the ones on her arms. No doubt about it, Jason was going to have a healthy little meltdown over this one.

She was quiet as Daniel made his way out of the room, the door closing behind him, leaving her and Ian alone, the silence in the room weighing heavily between them.

She lifted her eyes to meet his, saw the edge of sadness and pain and wanted to weep.

“I talked to DHS while you were out,” he told her softly. “Diego was warned months ago about what could have happened tonight. I’m amazed he didn’t murder both of us before Sorrell arrived.”

She shook her head. “He loves you.”

Ian shook his head at that. “I don’t know if that knowledge should terrify me or reassure me. One thing’s for certain, he’s out of my reach. His new agreement with DHS will curtail many of his games with government agents, according to the director. I have to content myself with that.”

“And will you?” She ached for him, ached for the loyalties that tore him in two and the knowledge that the man who sired him was more a monster than a father.

“I won’t go gunning for him.” He shrugged. “He stays away from us, I’ll stay away from him.”

“Us?” she whispered. Until that moment she hadn’t realized how terrified she had been that Diego would separate them, that her disagreement over Ian’s decisions would drive him away.

“I wasn’t going to kill him.” He gave his head a brief, hard shake. “I wanted to, Kira. I wanted to so bad sometimes it boiled in my gut like acid. But you were right, killing him wasn’t my responsibility. The agreement I suspected he made with DHS tied my hands and I knew it.”

She breathed in slowly, deeply. “None of this is your fault, Ian,” she told him softly. “Fuentes, Sorrell, Nathan. You couldn’t have prevented it.”

“I would have, if I had known Nathan was alive before I did. I would have gotten him out of there, no matter what it took.” No matter how many times he had to sell his soul to Diego. Kira understood that; she would do the same thing if it were Jason or Daniel.

“So. What do we do now?” she asked almost fearfully.

He stared down at her silently. “What do you want to do?”

“Love you forever,” she whispered.

Some of the tension seemed to ease from him then. “It won’t be easy for a while, you know. The press is already converging on the island. The papers in the States were carrying pictures of us together a week ago. We’ve already caused a sensation. ‘The deserter drug lord and the society princess.’ ” He sneered at the caption description.

She eased up in the bed, her breath hitching as he immediately eased her into his arms.

“The press will love us once they learn the truth.”

He grunted at that. “I’m not reenlisting. There’s no way I’d be effective now and I’ll be damned if you’re going to be off causing trouble somewhere without me keeping an eye on you. I’d go insane.”

“My job is done, Ian.” She stared up at him then, knowing in her heart it was over now. “I wanted Sorrell, and now he’s eliminated.”

His eyes narrowed. “Home and hearth and white picket fences?”

She would have been angry at the disbelief in his tone if she hadn’t glimpsed the hunger in his eyes as well.

“I like white picket fences.” Hope bloomed in her heart, the dream she had pushed aside, a home to share with someone who knew her, body and soul. A life that didn’t involve bloodshed and disguises, and maybe, just maybe, a baby. She would like to have a family with this man, a man who understood her, who loved her.

“I like white picket fences too.” A grin tugged at his lips. “I have a place, in Texas.”

“I know,” she drawled. “And I love it. There’s even a white picket fence.”

He chuckled, the sound rough, almost tentative, as he laid his forehead against hers, his tobacco-brown eyes, edged with hidden flames that had nothing to do with rage, warming her from the inside out. “Go home with me?”

“You couldn’t chase me off with a stick.”

“No sticks,” he promised, lowering his lips to hers. “But don’t discount a spanking, I told you to stay put under that desk.”

“I like it when you spank.” Her laughter dissolved a second later beneath his kiss, beneath the passion and the love that suddenly filled her soul and burned through her mind. “I love you, Ian, desperately.”

“I love you,” he breathed against her lips. “Forever, Kira. With all my soul, I love you.”

He had thought he had secrets from her. A man alone, fighting alone. He realized in that moment that from the first, this woman had seen past those secrets, seen into his soul, even when he couldn’t see it himself.

He cradled her to him as the painkiller Daniel had injected her with earlier drew her eyes closed again. Held her as she slept, and for the first time in his life, he realized how empty his life had been before her. He had had secrets that could have killed her, that could have killed him. And now, he had someone who could share the secrets, fight by his side, and love in return.

For the first time in his life, Ian no longer felt alone. And he realized that as long as he held Kira in his arms, he would never be alone. He was home.
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It wasn’t a party she wanted to go to, but Raven had promised her best friend Morganna that she would be there. Being there meant she would, of course, run into Reno.

Reno, with the softest gray eyes she had ever seen, the most luscious buff body God had ever given a man. As she left the bathroom, her body washed, scrubbed, lotioned, and perfumed, she assured herself it wasn’t for Reno.

But she knew better.

Her body knew better.

She wanted to come up with an excuse to stay home, but she knew she wouldn’t. It had been weeks since she had seen him and she missed him.

They were friends, she told herself. She was allowed to miss him. It didn’t mean anything. Just because her heart hammered in her chest at the thought of seeing him, her breasts became swollen, her nipples hard and tight, it didn’t mean anything except he could turn her on.

That was all it meant.

She threw herself on the bed, turning on her back to stare at the ceiling overhead. It wasn’t the ceiling she saw, though. She closed her eyes and it was Reno she saw. His head lowering, his lips so full and sensual, taking hers.

She was shocked at the moan that passed her lips, the heaviness that filled her body, the liquid warmth she could feel between her thighs. His hands were broad, callused. How would they feel moving over her naked body, cupping her breasts as his fingers, then his tongue, rasped over her nipples?

She licked her finger and thumb, moving it to her nipple, mimicking what she thought he would do and had to bite her lip to keep from crying out at the pleasure.

“Yes,” she whispered instead. “That’s what I want, only better.”

And it would be better. His fingers would be hotter, rougher, more demanding.

Her legs shifted on the bed as her hand moved down her midriff.

Pathetic, her mind jeered.

She could fantasize, she told herself fiercely. That’s all it was, just a fantasy.

She touched the bare flesh between her thighs and a broken sigh fell from her lips.

God, she wanted him.

And she could have him. She knew she could. He had been chasing her for nearly two years now. Every time he came home, he watched her with a promise swirling in the stormy depths of his gaze. And that didn’t count the stolen kisses, the knowledge that one day soon, he was going to start chasing her in earnest. She knew it was coming. Knew she could fight him only so long.

If she fought him at all.

He made her hot, wet. Her fingers slid across the dewy flesh, gliding along the silken juices that eased their way until they rasped against her swollen clit.

“Reno,” she whispered his name, her breathless voice sounding as hungry as her body felt.

But it was Reno she saw. His touch, his fingers that stroked the sensitive little bud that kept her on the edge of pleasure, her release a strangled breath away as she imagined his lips covering hers, his tongue licking, stroking, probing. She gasped, her fingers moving faster, more firmly against her clit as she felt her release peaking.

“Yes, take me.” Her head tossed on the pillow, her fingers pushing her pleasure higher. “Now, Reno. Now.”

She imagined him moving over her, his cock, broad and engorged with lust, sliding through the wet folds, pushing forward, stretching her, taking her….

Her hips arched as the explosion tore through her, pleasure singing through her body as she whimpered in need. But it wasn’t enough. It was never enough. The release, despite the pleasure, was tinged with a hollow emptiness, a knowledge that nothing could match the real thing. That if Reno were with her, taking her, she wouldn’t be whispering—she would be screaming.

Her hand fell back to the bed as she took a deep, weary breath.

He was all she wanted in the world, had ever really needed.

And he was the one man she could never allow herself to have.
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“Need a ride?”

Raven McIntire stiffened in shock at the raspy, dark voice behind her. She turned slowly, her breath halting in her throat at the sight that met her eyes.

Reno Chavez. Six feet three inches of tough, powerful muscle and finely honed strength. Thick, midnight black hair cut close to his head showed off the strong, harsh features of his face. Brooding gray eyes, high cheekbones, lips that drew the eye time and time again. He was a well-built, powerful male animal and he knew it. Even more, Raven knew it, and had been hopelessly drawn to him for years.

How did you fight the man your heart ached for? The one who had been your best friend, your confidant, your protection as a teenager? The first man you ever fantasized about, and the only one that made you hot enough to whisper his name in the dark safety of your bed?

It wasn’t easy, but she had been managing it. Well, sort of. He did manage to sneak the odd, knee-weakening-make-her-want-to-beg, kiss whenever he had the chance. She had sworn she wasn’t giving him any more chances after the last one. But she was still standing there, staring up at him like a lovesick fool.

He tipped the bottle of beer to his lips and drank, his eyes locked on hers as she stared up at him in fascination. A woman couldn’t help but be fascinated by him and she was no exception.

The only difference was, she liked to think she was smart enough to stay away from the bad boys and keep on the safe side of the emotional court.

“I called a cab.” She lifted the cell phone she held in her hand as she flashed him a bright smile.

Reno had always been a bad boy. A devil-may-care charmer who had stolen her heart when she was no more than a teenager and continued to hold it. Even now, after he entered the one career that made him off-limits to her. She knew the perils of loving a Navy SEAL, and was terrified of the cost of giving into the seductive war he had been waging on her for the past year.

He continued to watch her as her gaze flickered nervously to the street. She was standing on the porch of his sister, Morganna’s house, having ditched the party nearly a half-hour before. She wasn’t a party girl, no matter how she tried to pretend for her friend’s sake at these little get-togethers.

She wore the short, flirty black skirt with its low-rise waist and the matching, snug, sleeveless top with its high-rise hem. Her tanned belly was bare clear below her navel, the little diamond navel ring she wore glittering in the overhead light of the porch. And there was no mistaking the fact that he noticed. His gaze kept drifting down, his eyes heavy-lidded, making her belly tingle in response.

It reminded her too much of the touch of his lips, his hands moving over her back. The last few times he had been home after assignments, he hadn’t let a chance to touch her go by. He was trying to seduce her, and Raven knew it. Knew it and had no idea how to combat it.

“Stop looking at me like that, Reno,” she ordered him, frowning as his gaze lifted to hers again.

“But I like looking at you, Raven.” A grin tilted one corner of his mouth as he stared down at her. “I like looking at you a lot. Did I ever mention how much I miss the days when you flirted and teased, instead of running from me?”

She snorted indelicately. “I bet you do. You have enough women chasing after your tight butt. You don’t need me.” She glared at him suspiciously. “How much have you had to drink anyway?”

“Not near enough,” he sighed as he reach out, pulling at a curl that fell over her shoulder. The action had her heart racing, her womb clenching in hunger. “Do you realize this is my first night home and my bed is occupied? I went to find the earplugs to drown out that crazy music and crash for a few hours. But I think the bed is going to need de-lousing first.”

His lips twisted with a grimace, though his gaze was rueful as he stared down at her. And he did look tired, exhausted, in fact. Raven knew he wouldn’t be likely to sleep here until tomorrow night, not if his bed was in use.

She crossed her arms under her breasts, knowing that what she was about to do was dumb. Really dumb. But if she had a weak spot, it was Reno. It was a weakness she fought continually, but a woman could only be so strong. And, she didn’t have a chance against an exhausted vulnerable Reno.

“Look, if you mean it about the ride, I have an extra room. You can crash there until you’re rested enough to de-louse your bed,” she offered. Hell, she couldn’t see the man suffer. He fought for God and country. It just wasn’t right.

He tilted his head slowly, those gorgeous gray eyes of his softening marginally.

And she was softening, as well. All she could remember was the touch of his lips, his hands, the heat of that hard, corded body the last time he had been home. What he made her feel was dangerous, addictive.

“You don’t have to do that, Raven. I’ll toss Morganna out of her bed.”

“Good luck.” She snorted at that one. “Last chance, Reno. My cab should be here in the next five minutes, and if you don’t have me on the road by then, I’m taking my offer back.”

A grin quirked his lips. “You drive a hard bargain, Raven. My bag is still packed,” he said lightly. “I’ll go grab it and my keys. Stay put.”

Evidently, the lure of a quiet bed was too much to resist. She sighed as he turned and reentered the house, his tight buns flexing beneath his jeans as he moved. Damn, that man was packed from head to toe. He was definite male candy and she had a horrible sweet tooth.

She throttled a purely female groan of frustration at the thought. He couldn’t have a clue just how hard she had lusted after his male form over the past years, or how hard denying him over the last few months had been. The only thing that had saved her from drowning in her own drool was the fact that she knew he was way more man than she could handle. That had been forcibly brought home to her just after her eighteenth birthday, nearly seven years before, when she surprised him by bursting into his bedroom in her excitement to see him. Reno was six years older than she was, a grown man, sexual and intense, even then.

She shivered at the memory. She had shuddered, eyes wide as she stared at the curvy blonde tied to his bed.

“Perv,” she had snapped before turning and literally running.

He had been naked, aroused, hard and thick and long and tight…and hard and thick and long…She closed her eyes and clenched her teeth as her clit began to throb and her pussy spilled its slick juices along the sensitive folds between her thighs. She wasn’t going to think about it, she told herself fiercely. If she did, she would never get any work done tonight.

“Let’s go.” He stepped outside, his duffel bag slung over his shoulder, the keys to his pickup in his hand.

This was stupid, told herself silently. But she couldn’t stop the rush of pleasure as his hand settled in the small of her back and he urged her to the side of the street. Callused and wide, his fingers nearly spanned her lower back, the strength in them sending a thrill shooting through portions of her anatomy that she wished weren’t nearly so responsive.

He led her to the wide, double-cab, black pickup she had admired earlier. She should have known it was his, she thought in resignation. It was as strong as he was. A man’s vehicle.

Opening the door, he gripped her hips before she could do more than gasp, and lifted her into the seat. Eyes wide, surprise whizzing through her, she stared back at him, aware that her response to the action must be plain on her face. Dammit, she was supposed to be playing it safe.

“Scoot in,” he whispered as his hands slid slowly from her bare waist, and he stepped back, his hand going to the door.


Drawing in a deep breath, she swung her legs into the truck, moving in just enough for him to close the door. Her flesh tingled where he touched her, heated and ached for more.

“Dumb, Raven,” she whispered to herself as he loped around the truck. “Really dumb.”

He opened his door, tossed the duffel bag in the back and stepped easily into the cab. He had no problem navigating the height from the street because his legs were so damned long, she thought irritably.

The truck pulled from the curb as she sat nervously, staring out the window, calling herself every kind of fool she could think of. This was kind of like the lamb inviting the wolf into its pasture, she thought in disgust.

“Thanks for the bed, Raven,” he said softly as he turned at the corner, his voice sending shivers down her spine.

That voice should be illegal. Someone should put duct tape over his lips and a sign on his body that declared him dangerous to the female sex, because that’s exactly what he was.

“Not a problem.” Liar, liar, she raged silently. There wasn’t a chance in hell she was going to get any work done with him in her house.

She tugged at her skirt as his eyes strayed to the bare flesh of her lower thighs. Dammit, she knew this skirt was a bad idea. It was sexy and fun and showed her body off to its best advantage. And Reno was definitely taking advantage of all the barb skin flashing.

She could feel his gaze flickering over her legs, her profile, and though he kept both hands carefully on the wheel, she could almost feel them coasting over her body instead. Callused and warm, rasping against her flesh as she arched to him.

She clenched her teeth, pushing the vivid fantasy back as she restrained the shiver that would have worked over her body. Flames licked just beneath her skin, sensitizing her flesh, reminding her why she didn’t have a love life. Because she knew, clear to her soul, that no other man could make her want him as intensely as Reno could. Without a touch, without a word. Hell, he didn’t even have to be in the country.

Pathetic. Stupid. Reno was so far out of her league that they didn’t even exist within the same reality. He was a warrior, a fighter; his world consisted of blood and death while hers existed within the security he helped create. And to be honest, he terrified her. The needs and desires she had when thought of him, the fantasies that taunted her in the deepest part of night and the sexual hunger she could feel building within her were too intense, too damned strong.

“Here we go.” He pulled into the parking lot, swinging the truck into the empty space in front of the town house. “I really appreciate you letting me stay over.”

She glanced up at him. Damn, he did look tired. But still sexy as hell. She was such a lost cause where he was concerned.

“Not a problem,” she said again as she gripped the door handle and swung the door open. “Come on and get settled in. I have to work some tonight, but I’m pretty quiet on the computer.”

She pulled her key from the minuscule purse she carried at her hip. Behind her, she was aware of Reno moving silently. How the hell did he do that? There wasn’t even the sound of his shoes on the pavement.

She unlocked the door, flipping on the light to the small living room as she led the way in.

“Come on up. The bed is made and everything, so you can crash whenever you want to.”

She moved up the stairs, uncomfortably aware of him following her. She could feel her butt burning. Oh God, was he looking at her butt? Unconsciously she clenched the cheeks of her ass then forced herself to relax. Dumb. Dumb. Dumb. He hadn’t even touched her and she was ready to rape him. This was so pathetic.

She opened the door to the spare bedroom, the one directly across from her own, and stood aside as he brushed past her. His arm slid over her breasts as her breath caught in her throat. She barely managed to throttle a hungry moan at the contact.

“Well. Good night.” She had to get away from him. She had to close him up, get him out of sight.

He dropped his duffel bag to the floor and turned to face her, a slow, predatory move that reminded her of a wild animal or a hunter on the prowl. Why did she feel like the lamb?

He smiled then. A wry quirk of his lips, really, as the gunmetal color of his eyes gleamed with amusement.

“Good night, Raven,” he said, his voice huskier, deeper.

The sound echoed in her pussy, her very wet, very aroused pussy. This was not good. Not good at all. She escaped the room, now heavy with his male presence and the predatory lust she saw reflected in his gaze. Morganna had warned her that Reno wouldn’t wait long before pushing for what he wanted. He had made his intentions clear to her, informing her in that brisk, no-nonsense voice of his that he wouldn’t let her run from him much longer.

And she had most likely just played into his hand.

Raven gritted her teeth as she paced the living room, pushing her fingers through her hair and again calling herself every type of fool she could think of. She was no match for Reno, and she knew it. How was she supposed to fight him? Hell, he was every woman’s fantasy come to life, and he was now flat in the middle of her home, right across the hall from her bedroom, his hard body aroused. Yes, she had seen that bulge pressing against his jeans, the way his eyes darkened as he watched her, the determination in his gaze.

Reno was through playing, and Raven had a very bad feeling she wasn’t going to get far resisting him. But what bothered her even more was the fact that she wasn’t entirely certain she wanted to resist him. And that scared her more than anything.

It was her own fault, she reminded herself with harsh criticism. The day she had turned nineteen and learned that he wasn’t staying home after his tour in the Navy was finished, that he was actually taking the BUDs training to become a SEAL, she had been enraged.

Not Reno. Not the man she had pinned all her dreams on. She couldn’t lose him as her mother had lost her father. As she had lost her father.

“Don’t go. I’ll do anything,” she remembered whispering tearfully, staring up at him, her hands on his chest, all her naive beliefs that her love for him would keep him with her, filling her.

He had smiled that crooked little grin she loved so well as he touched her cheek and lowered his head. She knew he had meant the kiss to be light. To be comforting, rather than exploding out of control as it had.

“I’ll be back,” he had sworn. “I will, Raven. For you.”

She had slowly backed away from him, shaking her head, as her lips throbbed from the kiss that had sent a swelling wave of hunger rushing through her.

“If you go. I won’t be here.” She had choked on her tears, her fears. “I won’t be here for you.”

“You’ll be here,” he had whispered then, his voice immeasurably gentle, confident. “Just as I’ll be back, Raven. You’ll be here. And once I have you, baby, I won’t let you go.”

She had made certain he never took her. That he gained no more than the stolen kisses he managed to get when he caught her unawares. That he took no more of her heart than he already possessed.

 

She was going to drive him insane.

“Damn woman,” he growled.

She had been running from him for years, and he had been aware of it.

But he had made up his mind on a cold winter’s night as he lay alone in his bed, smiling like a fool over a teasing remark she had made one evening. He had made his mind up. Raven was his, and she was going to stay his.

She had been too young then, only seventeen, unaware of how sexual he was, of how dominant he could be. He wanted the woman he saw emerging within her, not the child she still was.

At the time, he was on leave from the navy and knew the course he wanted his life to take. As soon as possible, he was heading for SEALs training and a military career. It would be years before he could have her. Years, he knew, before she would be mature enough to accept loving him, despite the career he had chosen. But when he had told her his plans two years later, her reaction had only reinforced his belief that she needed to mature first.

She was mature now. And stubborn. Stubborn enough that he knew, if he waited any longer, she would slip out of his grasp forever. With each year, she set herself more firmly against him, more determined that he wasn’t the man for her, simply because the career he had chosen was the same one that had made her parents so miserable.

He wasn’t going to let her run any longer. She was stronger than her mother whether she knew it or not. And he knew damned good and well that she loved him. Otherwise, he would have had a lover to deal with, rather than just her stubbornness. And dealing with her just might end up driving him over the edge of frustration.

His cock was throbbing and that flirty little black skirt she was wearing wasn’t helping matters. It barely covered her ass, showing her long, beautiful legs to advantage, at the same time baring her lower stomach like a feast to a starving man.

Long, golden brown hair, thick and filled with riotous curls, fell down her back, while her blue eyes watched him with wary arousal. She tried to hide it, but it was there, just as clear as the press of her tight, hard nipples against the snug, matching top.

The flush of her creamy cheeks, the soft part of her pink lips. She was a temptation he wasn’t going to deny himself much longer. He had waited too long as it was. What good did it do a man to fight the endless wars, to survive the wounds and the loss of friends when there was no warmth left in his life? Only fantasies. And it was time to make the fantasies come to life.

His dream of being a SEAL, a warrior, had been fulfilled. It eased that pit of fury he felt each time he heard of the injustices that plagued the world. Now he had his biggest dream to fulfill. That of possessing Raven, heart and soul.

He was in her home. That was the first step. Undermining the enemy’s defenses was best done from inside, as SEALs had proved more than once. Slipping under the wire, undetected, silently setting up the explosion to come.

And she would explode.

He grinned at the thought. Of making Raven so hot, so wild, she went up in flames in his arms.

Damn, he could feel his balls drawing tight against the base of his shaft, his own release begging for freedom. He had a limited amount of time to make this work. For the time being, he was on leave, but that would end the minute his team was needed. He might have a few weeks, at the most, to work with.

And if he didn’t touch Raven soon, feel her lips under his, her body pressed against him, then he was going to be a candidate for the asylum.

He shifted his shoulders in an effort to relieve the tension building there. He was exhausted. He had expected to come home and rest at least one day before putting his plan into motion. Instead, he found his bed occupied, his sister in a frenzy, and the object of his obsession standing before him like the most erotic fantasy he could have imagined. Damn, that skirt.

Reno was an ass man and he knew it, and Raven’s ass had tempted him for years. Perfectly rounded, taut and tempting. Her breasts were his second favorite. Full, rounded globes, her nipples pressing hard against the material of her shirt.

Son of a bitch. His cock was so damned hard, he would never manage to sleep tonight. He shook his head at the arousal beating through him and Raven’s obvious determination to close him out of sight. He knew his sister’s best friend better than she thought. She wasn’t working, no matter what she said, so he had no problems whatsoever disturbing her. He was a man on a time limit, and he wasn’t given to being wasteful with his time.

Anticipation surged through him as he strode to the bedroom door and opened it quickly. The stairs were just to his side as he turned the corner and started down them. He heard her voice, lowered, a feminine hiss of fury as she talked on the phone.

“Dammit, Morganna, the man is exhausted. He has shadows under his eyes and his face is almost dead gray. What the hell were you thinking? You knew he was coming home. He told you he was coming home.”

Reno stopped halfway down the stairwell, his head tilting as something melted in his heart. He actually felt the muscles of his chest, his heart, expanding then relaxing at the realization that she was ripping his sister’s ass over that party.

“I don’t care how pissed off you were at Clinton. That’s no reason to treat Reno like that. For God’s sake, he needed to sleep and you let your friends take his bed. What kind of sister are you?…Well you shouldn’t have had the party to begin with. Smack Clinton around. Having a party is not going to get his attention, you nitwit.”

Actually, it would, but Reno saw no reason to point that out. Her brother Clint would make his move when he was ready and not a minute before. He was just as stubborn as Raven. Maybe more so.

“Get his bed replaced, Morganna. He cannot stay here….”

The hell he couldn’t.

“Don’t give me excuses. I want zero excuses. I want a phone call in the morning saying his bed is ready for him to occupy. Period. Or I swear to God I’m going to tell Clinton all about your lurid little fantasies that you force me to listen to.”

Lurid fantasies? He grimaced. He did not want to know about his baby sister’s lurid fantasies. It was time to cut this conversation short.

Sighing silently, he moved down to the next step heavily, allowing her to hear him practically stomp down the stairs. When he rounded the closed-in space to the small living room, she was off the phone and staring at him with wide eyes. It was the cutest sight. Wariness and hunger reflecting in her deep blue eyes, her breasts moving hard and fast, peaked with hard little nipples as she watched him nervously.

“You’re supposed to be sleeping,” she snapped, a frown forming between her brows. “I hate to hurt your feelings, Reno, but you look like something the cat dragged in.”

A smile tilted his lips. She made him smile, made him want to linger in the warmth she filled him with.

“I feel like something the cat dragged in.” He agreed with her there. “Am I disturbing you?”

Her shoulders lifted in a defensive shrug. “Not really.” She cleared her throat nervously. “I was just yelling at Morganna. Unfortunately, I think she’s too used to it. She wasn’t paying much attention.”

“That’s Morganna for you.” He watched as her gaze flickered over him, touching him with curious, hungry eyes before forcing her gaze away, staring at every point in the room, except him.

Damn, he loved how shy she could be. How sweet she was. How prickly she could get. He figured he had loved Raven all her life in one form or another. But what he felt for her now consumed him. The plan he had set in motion tonight was risky, and he admitted it, he was taking a chance, but he was damned tired of waiting for her to realize how much they meant to each other.

She was watching him warily now, biting her lower lip nervously as her gaze flickered over him again.

“You’re acting like I’m going to pounce on you, Raven.” He moved closer to her. He wanted to touch her so damned bad, it was killing him.

Stopping in front of her, he reached out, one finger twining in a tight curl that fell across her shoulder. Her breath caught, a flush washing over her face.

“Aren’t you?" she snapped. Fiery, accusing, Raven was nobody’s fool. She might be stubborn, but she was smart as hell. “Every time I turn around, you’re trying to grope me.”

He spread his hands out innocently. “I’m just standing here talking to you, baby. If I was going to pounce, you’d be flat on your back on that the couch rather than standing there deliberately provoking me. And as I recall that last kiss, you were groping right back.”

It had been right after his last assignment. He had returned home a week late to find Raven sleeping on the couch, having evidently waited with Morganna until he arrived.

How was he supposed to resist her? Years of fantasies, of aching hunger, and there she was, a temptation to his body and to his heart, that he couldn’t ignore.

She hadn’t sniped at him or tried to run from him. Sleepy, seductive, she had lifted to him, her lips opening eagerly for his kiss when he knelt beside the couch. He would have had her in his bed minutes later if Morganna hadn’t interrupted them when she did. That kiss, her eagerness for him and the soft breathy sound of her voice as she whispered her pleasure had sealed her fate. She was his woman.

She frowned darkly. He frowned right back at her.

“I am not provoking you,” she informed him imperiously. “You’re tired and disagreeable. And I really think you should head on to bed and go to sleep.”

She wasn’t running from him, but he could see the indecision in her eyes, the sweep of arousal and emotions filling her. She wasn’t going to back down easy, and she wouldn’t give in without a fight.

“I should be,” he agreed, his voice rough. “I really should be, but this is a hell of a lot more important right now.”

His head dipped down before she could move, if she intended to move. Her eyes widened, her lips parted and he caught the gasp that escaped her throat.

Bombs exploded in his head. Fire rushed along his nervous system until it centered in his aching cock. She was ambrosia. She was the elixir of life.

His arms circled her, tight, as he restrained his need to eat her alive. His lips moved over hers, his tongue spearing deep as a shattered moan escaped her throat and her hands tightened at his waist before moving to his back.

He could taste coffee, mint and woman and the alternating flavors exploded on his senses, going to his head like the strongest narcotic. Reno bent over her, surrounding her; he wanted to draw her into every cell of his body as her lips opened, her tongue met his and his senses flamed. Sweet, velvet heat. The taste of her went to his head, the feel of her causing his erection to pulse and pound with a hunger barely leashed.

“Reno?" Her voice was dazed as his lips slid to her cheek, to her neck.

Her head fell back as his teeth raked her shoulder, her body becoming liquid, pliant. His. He allowed his hands to move, rather than holding her to him, roaming her back instead, pulling at the short length of the skirt until one hand could smooth over her bare buttock. Bare? Fuck!

His hand clenched on the curve as she trembled against him, a thin wail of pleasure escaping her throat a second before she jerked out of his arms.
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“That was damned unfair.” Raven stared back at him, shock and pleasure racing through her system as she fought to make sense of the impulses that still pounded through her body. He made her drunk, made her greedy for more of his kiss, his touch.

Oh God. That kiss. Her hand rose to her lips, her fingers feeling the swollen curves as her shoulder tingled from the rasp of his teeth.

Dammit, she was supposed to be denying him, not falling into his arms like a wimpy sex kitten. But it never failed; he touched her and she melted. She lost her mind, her sanity, her ability to remember the fact that Reno would never let her escape with any part of her heart intact.

He was watching her with blatant hunger. There no apology, no attempt to hide the lust that burned in his eyes and darkened the features of his face.

“Who said I was going to be fair?" He growled, coming closer, looming over her as she backed into the entertainment center behind her. “Raven, are you wearing panties?”

Heat flooded her face, her body.

“Yes!" she gasped. “I am. Dammit, Reno, you aren’t supposed to kiss me like that.”

Like he was starving for the taste of her, ready to consume her at a moment’s notice. How was a girl supposed to keep her sanity when a man stripped her control with no more than the touch of his lips?

“Why?" His voice was dark, incredibly deep. It vibrated in the pit of her stomach, causing her womb to spasm in need as her pussy creamed heatedly. The panties in question were going to be soaked if this didn’t stop.

She breathed in deep, striving for control as he moved closer, pressing her into the shelf of the entertainment center as she felt the length of his erection pressing into her lower belly.

“Do you know how long I’ve waited for you, Raven? Since you were seventeen, teasing me, tempting me to take what I couldn’t have. You’re not a kid anymore. You’re a woman.”

She couldn’t handle this. How was she supposed to fight him and herself? Especially when she wanted him so desperately?

“Find Gina what’s-her-name,” she snarled back, remembering the day she had burst into his room to find him naked, preparing to take another woman.

“You were a kid. I was a man, Raven. You are not a child any longer.”

She shook her head. This wasn’t happening.

He was destroying her defenses. He was going to break her heart.

“You tied her down,” Raven gasped. She didn’t want to be tied down. She really didn’t. No matter how many times she dreamed about him tying her to his bed, torturing her with his touch.

“Mmm,” he murmured against her lips, his tongue stroking over them slowly. “Yes, I did. Just like I want to tie you, Raven. Stretched out on my bed, unable to do anything but feel me. Feel me now. I’m dying to touch you.”

His hands slid to her buttocks as he lifted her, notching the hard length of his cock against the swollen pad of her pussy as her clit throbbed in pleasure, in need. Her hands gripped his shoulders, her nails biting into the fabric of his shirt as, helplessly, her legs parted, her thighs gripping his outer legs as his hands held her closer, his fingers massaging the flesh of her ass as she shuddered in his arms.

She couldn’t get the picture out of her head. Her tied to his bed rather than Gina Delaney. Her legs spread for him, the bare folds of her cunt wet and glistening as he came to her, his cock like a living arrow preparing to impale her.

“Reno. Reno, wait….” His lips were at her collarbone, his tongue stroking the sensitive skin as he thrust slowly against her, stroking her clit into full blazing life.

Every cell in her body was screaming for his touch. Her breasts were swollen, her nipples…God, her nipples were on fire.

“Ah, Raven,” he whispered, lifting her closer, pressing deeper between her thighs as she shuddered, her thighs clenching, her hips moving against his, rubbing his shaft against her clit as she fought to breathe through the incredible sensations. “Baby, I don’t know if I can let you go now.”

“We have to wait.” She shook her head, struggling against him and herself as she felt the hands at her rear parting her flesh, sending a heated strike of pleasure whipping through the tight, forbidden little entrance there.

“Wait for what?" he growled. “For another excuse to run? You run every time I come home, Raven. How am I supposed to seduce you when I can’t even find you? Dammit, the waiting is over.”
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Okay, a command, given in such a sexually rough, dominant voice should not have the juices spilling from her pussy like warm honey from a comb. But it did, and they were, even as he picked her up off her feet again and moved quickly to the couch, laying her down as he loomed over her.

His face was savagely cast, his cheekbones high and sharp, his lips full and hungry. She could feel every erogenous zone in her body perking up and taking notice of the commanding male form that had her in his grip.

“Reno, this isn’t boot camp,” she protested, even as she tried not to moan when he pressed her thighs part, his hands gripping her hips, holding her still as her skirt pooled inches above the decent line.

Could he see the crotch of her panties? Were they as wet as she suspected? She shuddered at the thought of him seeing the proof of her desire.

“Hell no, it’s not,” he growled. “Damn good thing too, baby. I’d have to punish you for insubordination first thing. I might anyway….” His voice dropped, becoming raspier, sexier. “I could really get into spanking that pretty little ass, Raven.”

No. No. No spanking. So why were the cheeks of her ass clenching as though it might be fun?

“Pervert,” she gasped instead as his head lowered, his lips pressing over her navel as his tongue curled around the small diamond navel ring and tugged.

Her hips came off the couch, a high, broken cry leaving her lips as her hands gripped his head. To pull him back. Yes. Make him stop. So why the hell was she holding him closer, her fingers clenching in his hair as reality began to recede?

It was so fucking sexy. She had never known anything so erotic as Reno’s lips on her stomach, his tongue flicking over the ring as his hands moved to grip her thighs, parting them further, sliding high.

She shuddered in his grip, her knees bending, her skirt rising above the crotch of her panties as his fingers smoothed over the flesh of her inner thighs.

“Perfect,” he whispered as his lips began to move higher. “There you go, baby, just lay there and let me make you feel good. Do you know how much I’ve wanted to just make you feel good? Make you burn for me?”

His tongue swiped over a nipple as he neared her breast. Even through the material of her short tank top, the sensation was incredible. Hot enough to send the blood surging through her body, her nipples hardening further as an unfamiliar burst of heat surged from her nipple to her pussy.

“Feel good?" His voice was a rough growl as she stared up at him.

His hand hooked into the stretchy fabric of her top and began to lift it.

Raven whimpered. She couldn’t help it, and the helpless sound of arousal infuriated her. She heard her own hunger, her own weakness in the sound. The complete inability to deny the whiplash of emotions and erotic pleasure that seared her senses. Her hands gripped his wrists, but she couldn’t whisper the words she knew it would take to stop him. All she could think about was his tongue licking over her ultrasensitive flesh, sucking her into his mouth, stroking the intensity of pleasure higher.

“There we go, baby,” he crooned as she released his wrists, allowing him to pull the material over her head and toss it aside.

God. She was practically naked in front of Reno Chavez. His stormy gaze was eating her up, his hands trailing incredible shards of pleasure over the sides of her breasts as he watched her with a lust-filled expression.

“Reno…" She whispered his name, terrified to believe it was actually happening, he was really here, his hands moving quickly over the buttons of his shirt and stripping it from his shoulders.

She reached for him. She couldn’t help it. All that tanned, hard muscle with the light arrowing of short, dark hairs was too much to resist. She sat up, barely noticing the surprised pleasure in his expression an instant before her breasts raked over his chest. Her hands gripped his neck and she pulled him down to satisfy the overwhelming need for his kiss.

Within seconds he had her flat on her back again, but she had what she needed. His chest sliding over her nipples, his tongue plunging into her mouth, twining with hers as her hands roved his shoulders, her nails raking, her sensuality taking over as her greatest fantasy began to come true.

It wasn’t smart. Holding her heart back from him would be the hardest thing she had ever done in her life. But she needed this. She needed him. Once and for all she needed to exorcise the ghosts of her own fantasies. She had known since she was no more than a teenager that Reno was her greatest weakness. And now she knew he could destroy her.

She moaned in protest as his hands pulled at her arms, bringing them from around his neck as he gripped her wrists in one hand and stretched them over her head, his eyes lifting as he watched her with narrow-eyed hunger.

“Stay.” His voice was impossibly dominant as he issued the sensual order. “Keep your arms up, your hands right there. Don’t make me tie them, Raven.” Then he smiled, a slow, intensely erotic curve of his lips that had her fighting to breathe. “Or is that what you want?”

To be tied up? Hell no! But she couldn’t get the thought out of her head. As she clenched her hands, keeping her arms in place, she could almost feel the restraints holding her, sending her imagination flying until she felt him move.

“Oh God. Reno…" His fingers released the little purse at her side, then slid the zipper of her skirt down.

“I want you naked, Raven,” he told her firmly. “If you intend to say no, baby, you better do it now.”

No. No. No. No. Her head was screaming the word, but it wouldn’t come to her lips. Instead, she gripped the armrest of the couch, shuddering as he eased the skirt over her thighs, moving away from her to strip the material completely off her body.

“Sweet mercy,” he whispered as he stood by the couch, staring down at her.

Raven knew the point of no return had already been reached. There was no turning back now and she knew it. She didn’t want to turn back.

She watched, breathing harshly as he toed his sneakers off, and his hands went to the waistband of his jeans. As though in slow motion, she watched, the metal buttons were flicked open, the jeans parting, revealing the dark material of his snug boxer briefs.

Seconds later, hooking his fingers in the waistband of the briefs, he peeled off both jeans and underwear, the thick length of his erection, the purplish head bulging, heavy veins straining against satiny flesh, was free.

“I want to touch you,” she whispered, her gaze locked on his cock. “Please, Reno. I need to touch you.” Her mouth watered with that need.

“Later, baby,” he groaned. “If you touch me now, I’ll lose it.”

He knelt on the floor then, spreading her legs until one rested on the floor, the other, knee bent, still on the cushions of the couch. Leaning forward, his tongue flicked out to lick over her nipple before drawing it into the incredible heat of his mouth.

“Reno. Oh God. Reno. It’s so good….” She writhed beneath him, unable to keep from watching, her eyes locked on his lips as he drew her nipple into his mouth. His tongue rasped it as he sucked it deep, sending sharp fingers of lightning-hot sensation rushing straight to her cunt.

It was incredible. Unlike anything she had known before. Anything she could have imagined.

He growled, the sound vibrating through her, throbbing through her clit and causing her hips to arch with an involuntary violence.

“Easy, baby,” he whispered, kissing his way to the other mound, his tongue licking over the tip before he drew it in as well.

“ So good,” she whimpered. “Reno, I don’t know if I can stand it.”

She was arching to him, trying to press her flesh deeper into his mouth, willing to beg if that was what it took as she watched him tug at the peak, his cheeks working rhythmically with his tongue to make her crazy.

“You can stand it, baby.” His voice was deeper, more sexual as his lips began to drift down her stomach. “I’ve dreamed of eating you like candy.”

He was going to kill her. She was certain of it. She stared at him, dazed, out of her mind with the sensations spearing through her like wicked fingers of fire as his lips trailed to the elastic band of her minuscule thong.

“So pretty,” he whispered as his head lifted, his hands moving to her inner thighs, spreading her legs further as his lips smoothed over the crease between her leg and the heated flesh of her cunt. “So sweet and hot.”

“Oh sweet God…Reno…" His lips capped over the hot mound, covered by the silk of her panties as his tongue pressed against the tortured nub of her clit.

She tried to close her legs, to clench against his head, to hold him in place while she rubbed against him and rocketed through space. His brief chuckle was her warning that he wasn’t going to allow that. His hands tightened on her legs, holding them in place as his tongue prodded at the tormented, nerve-ridden flesh.

“Reno, really. I swear. I don’t think I can take it,” she cried out desperately. “I’ve waited too long. Fuck me now.”

He jerked up as he stared back at her, his eyes nearly black as his gaze clashed with hers. The groan that tore from his throat was tormented as his hands ripped the panties from her and he moved quickly over her.

She felt the broad head of his cock part the swollen folds waiting below. She was slick, incredibly wet as he pushed against the hungry opening of her vagina.

“Damn, you’re hot,” he whispered as he lifted her legs, bringing them to his hips, holding her still as he pressed closer, grimacing as the crest penetrated the snug opening.

“Now, Reno,” she begged shamelessly, her nails digging into the couch as she strained closer. “Please. Now.”

A throttled groan left his chest as he surged inside her, hard and deep, forcing his way past unused muscles as the fierce, thick length of his cock impaled the tight sheath.

Raven’s eyes widened as a shocked cry of pain left her lips. She struggled beneath him, her hips writhing as her hands flew to his chest, pressing against him as she fought to adjust to the fiery, involuntary stretching of her vagina.

“Fuck!" He stared down at her in shock, his hands at her hips, flexing, gripping her tight as his erection throbbed almost violently inside her.

“Reno.” She tried to smile as she forced herself to relax. She had read about this. It was supposed to hurt the first time. She knew it would hurt the first time. Everyone said it would. She had to relax.

She felt her pussy ripple around him as she concentrated on the muscles there, forcing herself not to clench tighter around him, but to allow the flesh to accommodate him, to clasp him snugly rather than fighting against the penetration.

“You should have told me.” He was panting above her, the struggle for control obvious on his face. “Dammit, Raven, you weren’t supposed to be a virgin.”

Her eyes narrowed. She could feel the pleasure building now, the tension gathering in her clit, in her womb, the release that had tormented her since his first touch.

“And you’re not supposed to be an asshole, but you are,” she gasped. “Now finish it, dammit.”

She flexed around him, moaning at the incredible sensation, the snug fit, the feel of him inside her, a heavy thick weight pressing against delicate, sensitive nerve endings.

A strangled scream left her throat as he began to move. The short, incredibly firm strokes made her crazy. She couldn’t stand it. She strained against him, her hips meeting his as she fought for breath.

He was being careful. Dammit, she didn’t need him to be careful. This was her first time, her first real climax, her first everything. She wanted it all.

“Harder,” she panted, twisting against him as her fingers gripped his shoulders. “Do it harder.”

“I don’t want to hurt you, Raven.” His voice was more an animal growl than a groan. “Dammit, wait.”

“No.” Her head thrashed against the cushions. “Harder, Reno. Fuck me. Fuck me like we both need it. Do it now.”

As though her words triggered the desired response, he moved over her, bracing one elbow at her head, tucking the other beneath her rear to lift her to him as he nearly pulled free.

The hard stroke of his cock over the tender nerve endings had her arching closer, eager for more, a second before his control disintegrated.

Raven held on to Reno as he began to ride her hard and deep. She was shocked at her own cries, primitive, desperate—but even more shocking was the pleasure ripping through her.

The pressure building in her clit as his pelvis stroked against it was almost painful. His hips lunged against hers, driving his erection to the hilt inside her over and over again as she felt her mind begin to unravel. She couldn’t survive it, surely no one could take such pleasure and ever be the same again.

The sensation built in her womb, her clit, the overfilled recess of her pussy as she felt the muscles there tightening, the tension coiling….

“Raven.” His head lifted, his gaze spearing hers as her eyes drifted open. She was so close. So close. “Are you protected?”

The words barely registered; the meaning was lost to her.

“What?” she gasped. She needed more. She tightened further as his cock surged inside her with a rhythm that left her fighting just to hold on to her sanity.

“Protected, Raven,” he groaned, his hand tightening in her hair as he forced her attention to him. “The pill. Goddamn, anything. Are you protected?”

Protected. The pill. Thank God her doctor had prescribed them to regulate her monthly cycles. “Yes…,” she wailed as the pleasure began to clash and careen inside her. “The pill. Yes. Oh God, Reno, harder. Harder…”

He gave it to her harder. Bracing his knees on the couch, the hand at her hip clenching with bruising strength, he gave her what she needed.

“Fuck. Come for me, Raven. Come now, baby….”

There was no need for the harsh command. She was holding on the edge, desperate to fly to the center of the shocking heat consuming her. She didn’t come. She didn’t release. She dissolved. She fragmented. She exploded. She lost herself as the pleasure became a white-hot conflagration that ripped through her soul and sent her flying to space and beyond.

She was only distantly aware of him looming over her, driving harder, deeper, as a new, surging flood of heat inside her sent her higher. All she knew was perfection. Merging. A complete, terrifying release that kept her floating as the pleasure slowly receded, leaving her limp and wasted beneath him. And certain that nothing would or could ever be the same again.
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It was one o’clock in the morning, there wasn’t a chance in hell Morganna was conscious enough to even answer the phone, let alone understand Raven’s bitching. And the man slowly easing from her body looked like a sated demigod as he sat on the couch at her feet.

Uncomfortably aware of her nudity, Raven hauled the thin blanket from the back of the couch as she sat up herself, pulling it around her almost desperately. She could feel his eyes on her, watching her with that eagle-like glare of his.

“You should have told me.” He sighed then, running his hands over his hair as he breathed out roughly. “You weren’t supposed to be a virgin, Raven.”

She turned and gaped at him in disbelief, nearly speechless at his comment and the irritable tone of his voice.

“Well, excuse me, Mr. Experience,” she snapped in reply. “What does my being a virgin have to do with anything anyway? What was I supposed to do, excuse myself and go get fucked by someone else before you had your turn?”

He grimaced before turning his head to look at her. And she really wished he wouldn’t look at her that way. All satisfied and sated and considering another round.

“I wouldn’t try it now if I were you,” he grunted, reaching out to touch her hair as she pulled back from him. “I wouldn’t be happy.”

“And your happiness matters, of course.” She rolled her eyes at that.

She ached in places she had never known existed. A deep, pleasant ache. She wanted to curl up on the couch and sleep for a week, to relish the bone-deep feeling of completion that she couldn’t extinguish. Damn him, he should come with a warning sign.

He didn’t answer, merely watched her. And that was more nerve-racking than the sound of his voice. He could always do that to her. Look at her as though he saw into her soul, or he was a part of her soul. She shivered at the thought.

“I’m going to bed.” She pushed herself to her feet, wondering if she could actually walk now. “God, I must have been insane.”

She wavered as she stood, forcing her legs to steady, wishing she could force the ache building in her chest to go away as easily as she made her legs obey her. Holding the blanket to her tightly, she made it the first step.

“I don’t think so.” He stood up, placing himself in front of her, giving her an up-close view of that gorgeous chest as he did so.

She could feel their combined juices easing from her pussy now, dampening her thighs, reminding her of the pleasure of moments before. That memory sent a shiver racing down her spine and a coil of heat building in the pit of her stomach again.

His hands gripped her upper arms, his fingers caressing her sensitive skin as she lifted her gaze to his.

“Reno.” She swallowed tightly. “We need to think about this. I need to think about it.”

She couldn’t deal with him now, she had to make sense of this, she had to find her bearings. This was Reno, for God’s sake. She had known him all her life, lusted after him since she was fifteen and shed tears for him while he was on assignment. This was the only man who could break her heart, who could destroy her soul.

He snorted in reply to her desperate words.

“Yeah, like I’m going to give you a chance to come up with excuses to run from me.”

The world spun around her as he lifted her into his arms, turned and headed for the staircase. She clutched his shoulders, fighting to force back the melting sensation in the center of her chest. He was carrying her, with little or no effort. Taking the stairs quickly and moving into her bedroom.

“I’ll help you shower.”

“I don’t need any help showering.” The panicked sound of her own voice shocked her.

He moved into the bathroom. “Then I want to sleep with you Raven. Just sleep. I want to hold you close and feel you breathing against me.” He sat her on her feet, his hands cupping her face, lifting it until he could stare down at her intently. “I’m not going to let you go tonight.”

She shivered. She tried not to, but she couldn’t help it. She had known he was bossy, dominant, a man who knew what he wanted and how to get it. She just hadn’t expected that phenomenal will of his to turn on her in quite this manner.

“You forget, I’ve run for a reason.” Her hands gripped his wrists as she stared up at him. “We’ll break each other’s hearts, Reno.”

She could see the exhaustion marking his face, clearer now than it had been before. A haunting hunger filled his gaze, and Raven knew in the bottom of her soul that she wasn’t going to deny him. For now…for this moment…he needed her. Surely, for the short amount of time he would be here, she could protect her heart. Couldn’t she?

“This is a good idea, Raven.” He lowered his head, his lips whispering over hers. The kiss was soothing, calming. Emotion raged just beneath it, subtle, but intense. Emotions she refused to delve into.

“One of these days, your bossiness is going to get you into trouble,” she warned him as he pulled back, a small smile playing about his passion-swollen lips as he moved away from her to adjust the water in the shower.

She could do it. She took a deep, fortifying breath. It was too late to turn back now anyway. She could have tonight, enjoy his touch, his laughter, the qualities that made him so very unique to her. And when he left, she could let him go without the tears or the rage or the fear. She was strong enough. She didn’t have to love him.

“Come on, baby.” He stepped into the shower, his hand catching her wrist as he pulled her in after him.

“Do you ever ask for anything?" she asked as he sheltered her from the spray and began soaping a washrag.

His smile flashed, filled with amusement and warmth.

“When I have to.”

Raven frowned at that.

“All of you macho SEAL-types are so damned bossy. Reminds me why I steered clear of them.”

Her brother Clint was a SEAL; most of her friends’ brothers were in one part of the armed forces or another. They were all bossy, domineering men who forged their own paths, whether in life or in love. They left, and sometimes they never returned.

“You weren’t steering clear of me, Raven,” he told her then, his hands incredibly gentle as he pressed the washcloth to her chest and began to wash her. “I just let you think you were.”

She snorted mockingly.-She would argue, but that washcloth felt so good, rasping over her flesh, washing away her thoughts as easily as it did the sweat from her body.

She tilted her head back, allowing him to have his way. She had fantasized about this too much, and unfortunately, he was better than the dreams had ever been.

“You should be falling on your feet,” she whispered, the sound of her voice punctuated with a gasp as the cloth moved between her thighs, cleaning her slowly.

“Maybe,” he growled, “I should rest.”

He knelt in front of her, spreading her legs as he lifted one, propping it on the small shelf at the side as the washrag moved over the bare flesh of her pussy.

“Damn, Raven. Do you know how pretty you are? Silky and soft, and so responsive to my touch.” He shifted, allowing the spray to rinse her as he dropped the cloth, using his hands to help dispel the suds there.

Arousal built within her quickly. She knew what he was going to do and she didn’t know if she could bear it.

His fingers moved over the narrow slit, parting her swollen flesh as she fought to get her bearings, to breathe. If she could just breathe, she could maintain her control.

“I’ve dreamed of tasting you…”

Oh God.

“Fucking you with my tongue, sucking that pretty little clit into my mouth…”

She felt her juices gathering, weeping with sensual abandon from her sensitive cunt as her head rolled against the wall of the shower. The explicit, diabolical words made her weak, made her long for him to do it with every fiber of her being.

Her hands braced against the wall and the shower door. She couldn’t touch him. If she touched him, she would beg, plead for him.

“Reno…" Her thin wail filled the shower stall as his tongue swiped through the slit, circled her clit, then disappeared.

Her eyes drifted open as she stared down at him, her legs weakening at the erotic sight of him kneeling before her, his tongue moving in again, circling her clit as he stared up at her.

Not fair. Oh God. She couldn’t stand it.

Her hands moved involuntarily, her fingers digging into his scalp as she parted her legs further, pressing him closer.

“More…,” she panted. “Lick me more.”

He hummed in approval, his tongue dancing in the slick cream that began to coat her as her hips tilted further.

“Oh yes,” she moaned. “Like that, Reno. Lick me all over.”

She was trembling, watching him, feeling his tongue circle her clit, lick along the narrow valley, circling the sensitive opening of her vagina, teasing her with the threat of a sensual thrust into the suddenly hungry depths. His hands were at her buttocks, spreading them open, sending chills racing up her back at the flare of heat that invaded the tiny entrance there. The sensations were building, pulling at her, ripping away the veil of distance she tried to maintain as he teased her with his tongue.

 

“Reno, do it,” she whispered desperately as his fingers slid lower, parting the folds of her pussy as his tongue teased and tempted. “Please. Please do it.”

“What, baby?" he whispered wickedly. “Tell me. Whatever you want, I’ll give you.”

Her eyes fluttered; her knees weakened. His tongue stroked, taunted, yet never gave her what she knew would throw her over the edge. She wanted it inside her. She wanted to feel his tongue shoving hard inside the snug depths of her pussy as she watched him. Watched him eating her like he loved it, lived for it.

“Do it,” she cried out fiercely. “Dammit, Reno, stop teasing me. Please.”

He flickered over the opening, licking at the juices falling from her as she shuddered at the pleasure. So much pleasure.

“Fuck me with it.” She thrust her hips closer, her hands pressing against his head, her gasping moans turning to a shattered scream when he did as she begged, His tongue plunged deep, filling her, pumping inside her as her orgasm took her by surprise, hurtling her into a rapture she could only give herself to.

“Son of a bitch!" He was on his feet, lifting her, bracing her against the wall a second before he wrapped her legs around his hips and plunged deep inside her.

Shocking. Burning. He filled her to overflowing and then made her take more. Delicate tissue parted, clenched, hugging him heatedly as he began to move, sending her flying again, ripping away, layer by layer, the shields around her soul.

“Ah God, Raven baby…so tight…so hot.. hold me, baby. Hold me and mean it.”

She couldn’t do anything less. She held on to him as though her life, her very heart depended on it. And in a way, she knew it did. He was filling her soul, the one thing she had sworn she would never allow to happen, was happening.

Her legs wrapped around his waist, tightening, her arms around his neck locking in place, her lips searching blindly for his as she convulsed again, jerking in his grip, trying to drive him deeper, harder, as the world rocked around her in a release that seemed never ending.

Reno pumped inside her, hard and fast before his groan filled her senses and the heat of his release filled the hungry depths of her pussy. She milked him, moaning in exhaustion as the tremors of release shuddered through her again, leaving her limp, ragged in his hold as his arms tightened around her.

Moments later, she was only distantly aware of him pulling free of her, cleaning her again, then himself, before he shut the water off and dried them with quick, economical movements.

A smile curved her lips though, as he picked her up in his arms and carried her to her bed. Curling against his chest, his hands buried in her hair as his arms surrounded her, sleep overtook her. Warm, sheltered, free of the teasingly erotic dreams that used to haunt her, she slept in her warrior’s arms.

Reno stared into the darkness of the bedroom, Raven’s warmth tucked close to his heart as he sheltered her against his chest. She slept naturally, easily. Not that he expected the battle to be over by any means.

A sleepy smile quirked his lips. He'd better rest tonight, because he had a feeling that come morning, she would be just as prickly as ever. Not that he intended to let it do her any good. He was a part of her, whether she wanted to admit it or not. Just as she was a part of him.

And being a part of Raven was like being reborn. Never had he known anything as sweet, as hot, as soul-fulfilling as being her lover.

He had warned her, the night Morganna had interrupted them, that her days were numbered. He wasn’t waiting any longer to claim what he had known for years was his.

She shifted against his side, a murmur of pleasure leaving her throat as his hands rubbed lightly down her back, and she settled against him once again.

“I love you, Raven.” He whispered the words he knew she didn’t want to hear. Gave them to her while she slept, knowing that, for now, it was the only way she would accept it.

“Reno…" His name as it left her lips filled him with pleasure. Even sleeping, she knew where she belonged.
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She had slept with Reno Chavez.

She hadn’t just slept with him, she had been taken by him. Held by him. Fucked senseless, to be honest, she snapped silently.

Raven leaned on the kitchen counter the next morning, her head cradled in her arms as she waited for the coffee to finish, for the rich fragrance teasing her senses to become an elixir that would hopefully clear her head. Bring her sanity back. It would be really nice if it could turn back time.

She moaned pitifully.

She couldn’t even claim she'd been drunk; she hadn’t so much as touched a beer while at Morganna’s. She had been stone-cold sober until Reno kissed her. Until his hands stroked her body, bringing her nerve endings to life and a ravenous hunger clawing at her womb.

She pressed her thighs together at the memory, hating the feel of her loose shorts rasping against her flesh. She wanted Reno’s hands. Even the loose shirt was uncomfortable on her sensitive body. She could strip it off. She could undress, go to him…. She gritted her teeth in mental refusal.

She was not going to think about it. She was not going to relive each and every slow slide of his cock inside her vagina, stroking the pulsing nerves there, stretching her, filling her, making her burn….

Her fists clenched as she rolled her forehead against her arm.

She couldn’t have made a bigger mistake if she had actually put effort into coming up with one. Sleeping with Reno was tantamount to jumping from a plane without a parachute. It wasn’t just risky; it was suicide to her emotional well-being.

He had been hard-headed as a boy, bossy as a young man, and now he was so firmly dominant, it was enough to make her teeth clench. What happened to the nice young man who put Band-Aids on her knees and bought her ice pops from the corner store? Why did he have to become the big tough SEAL who insisted on a career that risked his life every time he went to work?

“Dumb. Dumb. Dumb,” she muttered as she lifted her head, staring at the slow stream of black liquid that ran into the carafe.

“When are you going to break down and buy a real coffee-maker?”

She stiffened at Reno’s amused voice, refusing to turn and face him, to stare at that incredibly sexy body. The same one that had risen over her last night, pushing between her thighs as he filled her with the hard, broad flesh of his cock. She shivered at the memory.

“This one works,” she mumbled. And it had been her mother’s before she died five years before.

There was no way she was going to consider facing the day without coffee. She needed it. It was essential. Otherwise, she was going to melt into a puddle of aroused goo before she ever managed to push Reno out the door.

He grunted noncommittally behind her.

“We’ll get a coffee grinder later and some fresh beans. I’ll make you some real coffee.”

Turning her head slowly from the shelter of her arms, she stared back at him. Over six feet of lean, smooth, hard muscle. Damn him. He wasn’t wearing a shirt. His chest, with its smattering of hair, was displayed in all its dark glory, muscles shifting, tempting, encouraging….

“Don’t you have a bed to buy or something?" She straightened quickly, jerked a cup from the hook on the wall and prayed the dark brew would hurry. She had to clear her head, or she was never going to make it through the day.

“Are you trying to run me off, Raven?" She could hear the grin in his voice, see it when she glanced back at him.

“Yes,” she snapped desperately. “I am. I can’t deal with you this morning. Go torture Morganna.”

Like she thought for a minute that he was going to do that. She should have known better, she told herself frantically. He had warned her that last time, when he woke her with a kiss, looming over her like a tide of passion, that her days were numbered. She had tried to convince herself he wasn’t serious. She should have known better.

“I don’t think so, baby. Do you think I’m going to let you run me off this soon?”

Uh-oh.

She blinked back at him as his expression hardened, his gray eyes turning stormy. She knew that look, and it did not bode well for getting rid of him.

“How soon, then?" She slammed the cup to the counter and jerked the pot from under the small stream inching into it to rapidly fill the cup.

She brought the cup to her lips and sipped too quickly. The hot liquid burned her tongue, but it did nothing to erase the remembered feel of his touch.

“Damn, Clint was right, you’re a grouch in the morning,” he stated as he moved to the pot himself, causing her to back away quickly. If he touched her, she was a goner.

“I’m always a grouch.” She frowned as he poured himself a cup of coffee. “And that’s my coffee.”

He lifted his brow mockingly. “I know a cure for your grouchiness.”

The wicked smile playing about his mouth had her womb convulsing in arousal. Damn him. Damn him. She could feel her body preparing for him, aching for him. Even more frightening was the fact that it felt right. His presence in her kitchen wasn’t as upsetting as it should have been. It felt comfortable, impossibly natural. She hated having people around her first thing in the morning, but Reno was different. Which meant he had to go.

“As soon as I finish my coffee, I’m throwing you out.” There was just no other answer.

She moved to the table, cradling the cup lovingly as she inhaled the scent. Sanity resided there surely.

“You’ll have to grow quite a bit first, darlin'.” He wasn’t amused; he wasn’t smiling. He was staring at her from determined, intense eyes.

“And don’t call me darlin'.”

He leaned against the counter, his bare ankles crossing as she glanced at his feet. Dammit, even his toes looked sexy.

She sipped the coffee, remaining silent. There had to be a way to get him out of her apartment, short of calling the police. And what was she supposed to tell the police? Excuse me, Officer, but I let him fuck me last night, so of course he thinks he has rights now.

She rolled her eyes at the thought. Of course he thought he did. She knew Reno. There wasn’t a chance in hell he had even considered a one-night stand. He was her brother’s best friend. Her best friend’s brother. He was playing in earnest.

Panic flared at the thought of that. Oh hell. She looked up at him wildly, taking in the small grin quirking his lips and the way he watched her. As if she were his.

“It was just sex.”

He laughed. Asshole. He sipped his coffee and grimaced.

“I’m definitely going to have to show you the fine art of preparing coffee,” he drawled. “This stuff isn’t going to help your attitude at all, Raven.”

“My attitude is not the problem. You are,” she informed him through gritted teeth.

“I invited you over to sleep. Not come in and take over,” she said, feeling desperate as she got up from the table. “You weren’t supposed to…to—" Her face flamed. “—do what you did.”

“What did I do?" His eyes widened, almost innocently. She could see the knowledge glowing there, even as the sweatpants he wore began to tent in the front from his erection.

She swallowed tightly at the sight of it. Her mouth was watering. Oh God, why was her mouth watering? Why were images of going to her knees and pulling the waistband clear of that thick flesh suddenly torturing her? And her mouth was watering. Weak, Raven, she accused herself firmly. You are so weak.

“That,” she said, her hand waving toward the erection. “That’s what you did last night. You seduced me.”

“Seduced you?" He was clearly laughing now as he glanced down at the tented material. “With my cock? That was seduction? Baby, all I did was kiss you. You kissed back.”

“Well that was enough,” she sniffed. “Now it’s time for you to get dressed and leave.”

He set his cup down on the counter, his eyes narrowing, and trepidation skated down her spine. She knew Reno. Knew his looks, his moods, and his stubbornness. She knew when he was about to do something he knew was going to piss her off. And he had that look now.

“Come here.” His voice was deep and rich like black velvet.

“What?" she said, staring at him warily.

“I said, come here,” he growled. Raven shivered in reaction. Her pussy was gushing at the sound of his voice. She was so easy.

“No.” She crossed her arms over her breasts, hoping to hide the telltale rise of her nipples. Damn they ached for his touch, his mouth, his tongue flickering over them.

His brow arched.

“You know,” he said conversationally. “I’m dying to watch the bare flesh of that pretty little ass turn red. Get over here, Raven, or I’m going to see just how fast my hand can make it blush.”

 

Reno watched as Raven’s eyes flared, the blue darkening, filling with arousal and heat as she stared at him with wild-eyed panic. He wanted to chuckle, but he had a feeling it would push her further into retreat. As though he was going to allow that.

He mentally shook his head, watching her trying to rebuild her defenses to keep him out.

Poor Raven. It didn’t matter.

Nothing was going to diminish the heat and the hunger between them.

“You did not just threaten to spank me,” she suddenly snapped, blinking in amazement as she watched him.

“Yes, I did,” he said refuting her statement blandly. “Now come here.” He pointed his finger directly in front of his feet.

Anger sizzled in the air. Pure feminine fury heated the room as her arms dropped slowly to her sides and her cheeks flushed with emotion.

“How dare you order me around!" She was seconds from stamping her foot. Damn, she made him hot when she flamed like that. “This is my house, Reno,” she said, pointing at her chest, her own eyes narrowing. “My kitchen, my house, and you’re leaving.”

Reno studied her before quickly coming to a decision. She was trembling with anger…and panic. He didn’t want to push so hard and fast that he lost her. So he'd leave, but he wouldn’t be gone for long. He'd give her a bit of time to miss him, but he would be back. Besides there wasn’t a chance he could stay away long, not after having had her, feeling the heat of her pussy gripping his cock, the sweet tight muscles rippling around him as she came, holding her satisfied body next to his afterward.

He straightened, watching her closely. She stiffened, her foot moving back as though to retreat before she quickly checked the motion.

“Raven, come here,” he said more gently.

If possible, her eyes widened even more in panic at his softer tone.

He was very well aware of the risk he was taking. Convincing Raven to open her heart was fraught with danger. Not the physical kind, but the emotional kind. She had seen the result of her mother’s life with her Navy SEAL father. The long absences, the fights when he returned home, her mother’s inability to accept the danger her father faced and her father’s refusal to deal with the situation in any a way except to take more missions, to stay away longer, until finally he hadn’t returned. He had been killed while on a mission, leaving her mother to deal with her guilt, and Raven to face the world without a father.

Her lips tightened defiantly before she stalked over to him.

“Now what?" she snarled up at him.

“This.”

He lowered his head. He didn’t touch her except with his lips. He gripped the counter behind him with both hands, itching to grip her instead. No force, no demand, nothing but the arousal whipping between them, making him crazy, making her hot enough to sear.

Her lips opened on a strangled gasp, her hands reaching for his waist, her fingers curling against his flesh as his tongue surged deep inside. Slanting his head, he pressed closer, groaning when his erection cushioned against her stomach as she rubbed against him, a whimper of lust escaping her throat as he nipped at her lips, stroked them with his tongue, then delved inside for the sweet nectar of her passion.

When she was soft, pliant, molded to his body as her tongue tangled with his, he slowly drew back.

“Reno…”

Her soft gasp of protest had him gritting his teeth as he fought every instinct inside him screaming to take her to the floor, to convince her, to force her to admit what she was so obviously denying.

Instead, he drew in a hard breath and stepped away from the temptation of her sweet body. God, she had no idea how hard it was to step away from her, to leave her as aching as he ached for her. But he couldn’t, wouldn’t risk losing her. If he carried through now, took her to her bed as he wanted to so desperately, then it would weaken not just his resolve, but the inroads he had made into making her realize what they could be to each other.

“Now I’ll go.” He turned and walked out of the kitchen. “I’ll see you in the morning, Raven. I’ll bring the coffee.”
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Raven stomped around the house for hours, cleaning what didn’t need cleaning, cursing men, their arrogance and their damned alpha, dominant, gung-ho, hero complexes. She had cursed both Reno and her brother Clint for years for the very things that made them so special. They were warriors, determined to protect, to make a difference. And they did make a difference. But he was still being arrogant. Relationships weren’t war zones.

“There is no relationship, dammit,” she muttered furiously, stepping out of the shower and drying off quickly before fluffing her hair.

She was not going to sit around tonight and wait for him. She had waited for him too many nights, pacing the floor with Morganna, chewing her fingernails if they knew he was on a mission, shedding tears when he was later returning home than he had told his sister he would be. She and Morganna both waited for that black government car that would bring the horrifying news of a death.

Now, she was supposed to sit around the damned house and torture herself over feelings and emotions she knew she was never going to be rid of.

She loved him.

Dammit, she did love him but that didn’t mean she had to like it.

She jerked the red silk and lace thong panties and bra from her drawer and pulled them on, knowing they looked good on her. Sexy and hot. They made her feel wicked and wild. Almost as wicked and wild as Reno made her feel.

Biting her lip, her hands moved slowly, cupping her swollen breasts as her thumbs rasped over her distended nipples. She closed her eyes, and could almost feel him touching her, making the heated burn ignite fiercely in the depths of her womb.

He wasn’t supposed to do this to her. Make her miss him so desperately, make her wish she could accept as easily as he did. But he wasn’t the one who would be left to pace the floors, to fill with anger. And that was the part that terrified her. She didn’t want to be like her mother, always angry or depressed, terrified when she heard the sound of a vehicle coming up the drive.

Reno and Morganna’s parents had died six years before in a car accident. Together. There had been no government condolences, no questions were ever answered regarding how they died. Where they died. The questions Raven’s mother had asked every day until her death.

She plucked the sexy little black dress she loved so much out of her closet as the past ate at her soul with a hollow ache. It fell halfway down her thighs, the thin straps barely covering the bra straps as the bodice draped over her breasts. The shimmery black silk felt good on her, looked good on her.

She paired it with the high-heeled, black strappy sandals and drew in a deep breath before shoving keys, cash and ID into a minuscule purse and headed downstairs.

She wasn’t married. She didn’t have to sit at home and pace the floors and she damned sure didn’t have to worry about Reno Chavez or his perceptions and arrogance. Let him sit and brood if he wanted to. She was going to play.

 

She was bored out of her ever-loving mind, but she wasn’t going to admit it to Morganna, who had joined her on her little evening adventure.

“Reno’s going to be pissed,” was Morganna’s only objection to the night’s activities as they walked into the small club, the pulse of the music surrounding them, the smoky atmosphere dim and not nearly as appealing as Raven tried to pretend it was.

“He'll live,” she snapped. “Your brother is entirely too dominant, Morganna. And I’m still pissed at you for letting your friends use his bed.”

“Of course he’s dominant,” Morganna laughed as they made their way through the crowd to the back of the club and a lone empty table. “He wouldn’t do what he does if he wasn’t. Admit it, Raven, it’s one of the things you love about him.”

It was one of the things that terrified her about him.

“No, that’s what you love about Clint.” She took her chair and looked around impatiently for the waitress. “I like my men a little safer. You know, Morg, the ‘stay at home and hearth’ type of guy?”

She waved the waitress over, impatient to get on with forgetting about Reno and his arrogant my-way-or-no-way attitude.

“You like fooling yourself is what you like,” Morganna laughed after they gave the waitress their drink orders. “But you go right ahead. I like watching Reno in action. He’s smooth. Clint should take lessons.”

Raven directed a dark look at her friend.

“Drop the subject. I’m here to have a good time, not to talk about Reno.”

She danced with the first man who asked, not the up close, slow and sway, but a fast hard beat that filled her veins and allowed her to ignore the memories threatening to overwhelm her senses.

She sat out the slower dances, a rare occurrence for her, which only made her angrier. But she couldn’t stand the thought of another man holding her, not yet. God, how pathetic was that, she wondered as she moved to the hard beat echoing though the club.

She swayed in time to songs, her hair flowing down her back, caressing her upper shoulders, reminding her of Reno’s touch. She closed her eyes and saw his face, only to snap them open and glare at her present partner.

She glanced across the room and her heart shuddered in her chest as she swore she caught a glimpse of him moving through the crowd. No one could move like Reno, with a male predatory grace that drew the eye and had women panting to rub against him like cats.

Shaking her head, she pushed the suspicion away.

She didn’t know why she was letting this affect her so drastically. The physical attraction had bloomed between them for years now. She had known that she would eventually end up beneath Reno in bed; she just hadn’t expected the raw power of it.

She moved back as the rawboned, broad young man she was dancing with reached out to clasp her hip, flashing him an irritated frown when he pouted back at her. She wasn’t in the mood to be groped. She wanted to dance, expend the energy pulsing in her body and forget about the one man she knew would be cemented in her brain forever now.

As the band paused, preparing to strike up another number, a hard hand suddenly gripped her wrist, pulling her around as she gasped in surprise.

Oh hell. Reno was pissed.

She stared up at him, aware of the immediate hardening of her nipples and their ultrasensitivity against the lace of her bra. Between her thighs, her clit began to throb with the same furious, hard beat of her heart.

“Well, fancy seeing you here,” she yelled out above the music as he began to drag her across the dance floor. “Let me guess, Morganna called you.”

“Morganna shows good sense at the oddest moments.” His head turned, eyes narrowed on her as he began to pull her out of the crowd. He stalked across the room, heading for the shadowed corner of her table. Rather than being pushed into one of the chairs there, she found herself flattened against the wall as his head lowered, his lips at her ear.

“What are you doing here?" She stared up at him defiantly. “I don’t remember inviting you.”

“No, you were too damned busy running away from me,” he snapped.

She should have told him then and there she didn’t want him, didn’t need him, but the words wouldn’t come out of her mouth.

“Jealous, Reno?" She was breathing harder, her nipples pebbled and pressed tight against her dress.

“Not jealous at all,” he assured her tightly. “You wouldn’t let another man touch you, would you, Raven? You know who that sweet little body belongs to, don’t you?”

“Yeah.” She smiled slowly, aware of the drowsy passion that reflected in her expression. “Me.”

He nipped her ear firmly, sending shudders racing through her. “I’m going to paddle your ass for that one.”

“Oh, spank me.” She gave a mock shiver, her voice sarcastic despite the tremors of trepidation skittering up her spine.

She gave a startled jerk as he imprisoned both wrists in one hand, holding them above her head as the other moved to the back of her thigh, running up the skirt of the dress to cup one rounded cheek of her ass firmly.

The feel of his hand, callused and warm, had her breath catching in her throat. The implied threat in the action should have pissed her off, at the very least should have made her more nervous than aroused.

“Oh baby, I will spank you.” To prove his point, his hand moved back before delivering a light, warming tap to her flesh. “You have no idea how well I’m going to spank that pretty little ass. If you wanted to play the vixen, sweetheart, then you knew where I was. You could have come to me.”

Her head fell back against the wall as his fingers slid beneath the edge of her panties and trailed down the narrow crevice separating her buttocks.

“I wanted to forget about you, not run to you,” she snapped breathlessly, fighting herself and the weakness that struck her knees as his fingers probed ever closer to the slick curves of her cunt.

She could feel her flesh heating further, the thick juices coating her pussy, preparing her for him as her mind filled with the erotic images of the night before. Reno coming over her, parting her thighs as he slid between them.

Her breath hitched in her throat as her vagina spasmed in greedy hunger.

“We're going to discuss that one as well, darlin',” he growled at her ear, pressing his hips against her lower stomach, letting her feel the thick erection behind the fly of his jeans. “We're going to discuss all your little bad habits, in depth.” Two fingers plunged inside the weeping entrance of her cleft, stretching her sensitive flesh as he pushed her to the edge of climax.

The music surrounded them, the awareness that anyone could be watching. Not that they would see much the way Reno had positioned her.

“Reno…" Her gasping wail was low, a throttled cry of need as his lips slid to her throat, his teeth raking as he took gentle nips, then soothed the little fire with the warmth of his lips and tongue.

“Damn you, Raven.” His voice was rough, the edge of control apparent in the husky baritone. “You’re pushing me too far, baby. Only you would refuse to settle back and see where the hell this could go. Why do you want to push me?”

He thrust his fingers in her weeping pussy, holding her on the edge of sanity as she fought to keep from screaming out her demand that he take her. There and then.

“I’m not pushing you,” she gasped. “You keep pushing…. Ah God, Reno.” She had to bite her lip to keep from begging as he slid his fingers from her, panting as his lips continued to caress her neck, his breathing heavy and labored.

She stared up at him as he pulled back from her, lowering her arms, but still holding her wrists prisoner with his powerful hand.

“Show-off,” she accused darkly as her gaze flickered to her bound wrists. “Why didn’t you just bring the handcuffs?”

“Don’t tempt me.” His smile was all teeth. Predatory, intent. “Now come along like a good little girl, Raven.”

She frowned at the heavy mockery in his voice. He might be a bit more than pissed, she thought, which only caused her own temper to rise. He had no right to be angry with her; it was her choice how she spent her time, not his. And she would be damned if she would put up with this attitude because she decided to spend time dancing rather than waiting around on him.

“Hey, dude, you got no right to be hauling her out of here.” The big boy from the previous dance stood in their way, bringing Reno to a slow stop.

Raven glanced over his shoulder, wide-eyed. The younger man wasn’t as tall as Reno, but he was thick and heavy, built like a damned linebacker and staring at Reno like a bull on a rampage.

“Sorry, dude, but the lady belongs to me.” A normal rational man might have paid attention to the warning in Reno’s voice, not to mention the savage look on his face.

“I didn’t see no brand, asshole,” the younger man swayed drunkenly in front of him, causing Raven to stifle a groan of mortification.

Reno would never let her live this one down, and neither would Clint, once he got wind of it. Dammit, why did these things have to happen to her?

“You just didn’t look in the right place,” Reno informed him, his voice deep, deadly. “Count yourself lucky. If you had, I’d have to rip your throat out.”

Raven’s eyes widened. This Reno was scary. He looked ready to fight, to defend, to claim.

“Uhh, Reno, let’s just go.” She pushed at his arm, aware of the grip he still retained on her wrists.

“Tough little man, aren’t you?" the boy laughed, and Raven groaned miserably. The other man had to be drunker than she thought, to even consider insulting Reno so rudely. Besides, Reno was at least six inches taller than the other man. Sometimes wider did not mean better.

Before she could do more than gasp in surprise, she was free, and Reno had the boy by the throat. Slowly, he took the younger man to the floor as beefy hands wrapped around his wrists and brown eyes began to bulge at the lack of oxygen.

“Don’t mess with me, boy,” Reno growled mercilessly. “Or my woman. Period.”

When he released the younger man, Raven glared at him.

“You’re insane,” she said, slapping at his arm with enough force to sting her hand as he stared back at her in surprise. “Your woman, my ass! You are a bully, Reno. A macho, self-serving, arrogant SEAL bully and I’ll be damned if I’m going anywhere with you.”

She turned and swept through the crowd, her face flaming in embarrassment and fury, even though her body was still heated, throbbing.

My woman.

Something inside her had melted when he rasped the words, his tone thick with possessiveness and male fury, while another part screeched in horror. He had claimed her. It wasn’t just sex to him, he was serious about this, and that point had just been driven forcibly home. Not that she hadn’t been aware of it already. But now, she knew it down to her soul. All her dreams, hopes and fears were tied up with one man. With Reno.

She was screwed.
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Reno stayed carefully behind Raven’s car as he followed her home, his hands gripping the steering wheel.

She was right. He had been pissed, jealous and riding the fine edge of his control; otherwise, he would have handled the younger man with a bit more discretion. Truth was, he wanted to kill that kid for daring to try to come between him and Raven.

He wiped his hand across his face as he fought his raging emotions. Never had he had felt the adrenaline pumping through his system as it was now. His cock was harder than it had been at any time in his life and the urge to fuck Raven until she was too exhausted to fight back was nearly overwhelming.

She was driving him insane, not that he had expected anything less from her. He had known that stealing her heart wouldn’t be easy, and binding her to him even harder. She looked at him and saw her parents. The father who left to fight, the mother who screamed and raged and drank too much while he was gone until the day he returned in a casket.

It was the danger of the job that some women couldn’t handle. And he would have worried that Raven couldn’t handle it, if he didn’t know for a fact that each mission Morganna knew he was on, she and Raven waited out together. Laughing, joking, calling him names and insulting him to hell and back, as reported by his sister. But she handled it. Just as Morganna helped Raven handle Clint’s absences. They had a support system they had relied on most of their lives.

She was stronger than she thought was, Reno reflected, as he pulled into the driveway behind her car. He watched, eyes narrowed as she flounced out of the car, that little black dress flirting with her upper thighs as it whipped around her in a cloud of silk.

More slowly, Reno got out of the truck. Slow and careful, he cautioned himself. He had lost it at the club. Hell, he had nearly fucked her in that dark corner for everyone to see.

“Go away, Reno,” she snarled as she unlocked the front door. “I don’t want to see or talk to you.

At least she didn’t try to slam the door in his face. She pushed into the house, leaving it wide open for him. Reno controlled the smile that wanted to touch his lips. She could yell until hell froze over, but he knew her. Inside out and upside down, he knew her, loved her, and he would be damned if he was going to let her find excuses to throw him out of her life.

“Aren’t you tired of being such a coward, Raven?" he said as he followed her inside, closing and locking the door behind him.

She whirled around, the long, sleek golden brown curls that made his hands itch fanning around her slender body.

“Me? A coward?" An imperious thumb pointed into her chest. “I’m a realist, Reno. Unlike you, I prefer to see the truth rather than the pretty lies you want to feed me.”

He crossed his arms over his chest, slowly. “When, Raven, did I ever lie to you?”

“Every time you touched me,” she yelled back at him, thinking of the past two years, the teasing kisses and flirtatious touching. “Pretending it was something light, something friendly. You want it all, don’t you, Reno?”

“Hell yes!" He snapped, facing her across the room, knowing if he got too close, there was no way he could keep from touching her. “I never pretended any different, Raven. You were the one who kept running, who kept • refusing to face facts. You’re the liar, Raven, not me.”

“I never lied to you.” Her hands swiped through her hair, frustration and pain evident on her face. “I told you I couldn’t handle you. I couldn’t handle the kind of relationship you want from me.”

“Fuck that,” he growled. “I don’t want just a damned relationship with you, Raven. I want forever. And you knew it all along.”

Raven stared at him wide-eyed.

“No…”

“Yes, by God, you did,” he bit out. “You'd flit around, teasing and flirting, a little kiss here and there, a pet and a pat and you thought that would be enough to hold me off. Now you’re finding out otherwise and it scares the hell out of you.”

Determination straightened her shoulders and glittered in her eyes. “I want you to leave.” Her voice was rough, ragged with emotion. “Leave and don’t come back, Reno.”

A mocking smile twisted his lips. “Yeah, I guess you do.” He crossed his arms over his chest again, restraining the need to hold her, to promise that everything would be okay. “If I leave,” he continued, “you'll keep hiding your head in the sand, pretending that somehow, someway, if I’m killed in action, then it won’t hurt. You’ll survive it without a bottle in your hand and your heart will remain intact.”

He watched her pale, the color leaching from her face as she stared back at him in shock.

“Do you really think you can do it, Raven?" he asked softly. “Do you think it won’t hurt? Do you think you have your heart packed away nice and tight where nothing or no one can break it?”

“Stop.” Her voice shook, breaking his heart. But her rejection hurt worse. It seared his soul.

He moved toward her then, gripping her shoulders before she could evade him, staring down at her as he fought his own raging emotions.

“Will it work?" He wanted to make her see the truth. “Look at me, Raven. If I die tomorrow, will it hurt any less than it would if we had a year or twenty together? Will you lay me in the ground any easier?”

“Oh God!" She shuddered, her eyes filling with tears as she stared up at him in misery. “I couldn’t stand it. Don’t you see, Reno? I couldn’t stand it if something happened to you.”

Those tears. He couldn’t handle her tears. God, don’t let her cry—it made him want to kill someone. And since he was the one causing the tears, that didn’t leave many options.

“You don’t understand,” she said, dashing away her tears. “What if I’m like my mother? I don’t have the courage to face that.”

“The hell you don’t,” he said, and swooped down, taking her lips, forcing her head back against the wall as he took the kiss, as he needed to take her heart. Fully. Completely. And her response was everything he knew it could be, everything he knew she kept hidden inside her soul.

Her lips opened, her tongue reaching out for his, suckling him inside the warmth of her mouth as she lifted to him, pressing the hard tips of her nipples into his chest as her arms wrapped tight around his neck, her hands gripping his head.

With a ragged growl, he pulled her closer, lifting her into his arms and turning for the staircase. If this was all he would have, then he would take it. But by God, he would show her. If it was the last thing he managed, he would show her exactly what she was throwing away.
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The expression on his face was like none she had seen before. Powerful, dominant, the hard planes and angles tightened into sharp relief as he moved.

“Reno.” The protest was halted by the simple means of his lips covering hers again as his hands gripped the rounded curves of her buttocks, pulling her up and flush against the thick cock ridged behind the fly of his jeans.

Heat flared instantly, spreading from her pussy through the rest of her body as her hands gripped his shoulders and she arched closer. She couldn’t imagine never knowing this again, never being held by him, loved by him.

Twisting in his grip, she fought him for the kiss, as desperately hungry for him as he seemed to be for her. His hands clenched the flesh of her rear, pulling at the curves until an erotic, sharp little tingle pierced the small entrance of her anus at the separation of the flesh.

“Feel it, Raven. Feel how sweet and hot it is. That doesn’t just go away, baby; it haunts and eats at the soul and makes you so fucking hungry for it, you think you'll go crazy without it. That’s how I’ve been. That’s what tears at me every minute we're apart. Needing this. Your taste, your touch.”

She stared up at him, knowing she couldn’t refute his words. The memory of those brief, heated kisses in the past, his arms surrounding her, had tormented her. She needed him, needed him until it terrified her, but it made her aware of the weakness of her heart and the battle she was losing to hold it aloof.

Then the world spun around her as he lifted her in his arms, ignoring her instinctive protest as he strode across the room and quickly upstairs.

“Reno…you’re taking over again,” she gasped as he stepped into her bedroom, lowering her feet to the floor before pulling her back against him once again.

“I’m not taking you fast enough.” He growled, bending his head as he tilted hers back, catching her lips in a kiss that stole her objections, just as it stole her breath.

He chuckled, the sound rough and strained as she worked her hands between them, moving for the buttons that held his cock prisoner. She wasn’t going to stand there, allowing him to control her, to dominate her so easily. She couldn’t deny the pleasure, but she could make him just as crazy as he was making her.

“No, no. Bad girl.” His hands caught hers as he turned her around quickly, pulling her back against his chest as one hard arm locked around her waist. “Look in the mirror. Look how pretty you are, Raven.”

She blinked at the image in the large mirror that sat atop the chest. Reno’s hand moved along her shoulder, lowering the strap of her dress down her arm until the draped bodice fell away from the swollen curve of her breast.

The red lace of her bra showed up clearly against her pale skin, the picture reflected back at her was one of a forbidden taste of sensual excitement. He stood head and shoulders above her, staring down at her as he stripped the dress from her upper body, his lips moving over her neck and shoulder as the material dropped to the. floor.

Raven stared into the mirror, seeing him as he surrounded her, a broad, powerful male animal intent on possession. His gaze met hers in the mirror, his gray eyes nearly black, his expression tight, the skin stretched tight across his high cheekbones, the fight for control blatantly evident.

She felt the breath lock in her chest at the image he presented. Boldly, unapologetically male. Possessive. Dominant. He held her and meant it.

“Such a pretty little bad girl,” he whispered then. “Do you know what happens to bad girls, Raven? Bad little girls who refuse to admit what they see staring them in the face?”

She almost came from the sound of his voice alone. She felt her womb convulse, stealing her breath and her senses as his hands smoothed up her waist and cupped her engorged breasts in a firm, heated grip. Devilish thumbs rasped over the peaks, sending flares of brilliant heat washing through her.

The sight of those broad, darkly tanned hands cupping the swollen mounds of her breasts was highly erotic. He was so strong, yet his grip was firm, gentle. There was no pain, no sense of force, just pleasure and hunger and need that spread from those hands to her body and left her trembling in arousal.

“You really are a pervert.” Unfortunately, it was turning her on more than it should.

“Oh baby, you have no idea,” he whispered, his eyes, so filled with emotion and lust, meeting hers in the mirror as he loosened the catch of her bra. “But I intend to show you. I’m about to let you get very well acquainted with every perverted fantasy I’ve ever had about you.”

The bra dropped to the floor.

Raven gasped at the sight of the bare skin as his fingers, the backs of his fingers only, traced the curve of her breasts, rasped over the hard points of her nipples. Electric pleasure sizzled though her nerve endings, sending pulses of sensation whipping over flesh. She could feel her juices easing past her vagina, dampening the bare folds of her pussy as she pressed closer, rubbing her buttocks against his erection.

He wasn’t the only one who could tease. She might not have his experience, but her arousal made up for it. She needed him, needed his touch, his kiss, the flames of pleasure that surrounded her and struck into the core of her being as he held her.

“Vixen,” he growled roughly, pressing his cock tighter against her rear. “You keep teasing me with that little ass and you'll get more than you bargained for.”

Her eyes widened as she blinked at his image in the mirror. He looked serious.

“You wouldn’t.” She arched against him as one hand slid down her stomach, his palm cupping the heated contours of her pussy through the lace and silk of the thong that seemed more a tease than any actually covering.

She stared at the image they made—sexual, hungry. His hand cupped her possessively, his fingers curving between her thighs, rasping against the material of the panties over her swollen flesh.

“Don’t bet on it,” he growled at her ear. “But first, I have to show you how I punish bad little girls.”

She had only a second to gasp in shock as he lifted her from her feet, backed to the bed and sat down heavily before pressing her over his legs.

“You wouldn’t! Dammit, Reno!”

His hand landed on the upraised flesh of her butt, sending sensation shooting to her clit. She jerked, shocked, amazed. She had known, that first time he spanked her so long ago, that a little pain could be an incredible turn-on. But this was different. His bare hand applied to her naked ass sent her flesh blooming with heat, and her pussy spasming in pleasure.

“Beautiful,” his fingers trailed over the rounded flesh before his hand lifted, falling again on the opposite cheek with the same devastating effect.

“Reno, this isn’t a good idea.” Her pussy was creaming furiously as she shuddered in his grip.

He slid his fingers slid under the silken strap of material that ran between the cheeks of her rear. “Are you sure, Raven? I think it’s a very good idea.”

Raven groaned as she felt the silk of the thong rasping over her cunt, caressing the swollen nub of her clit as she writhed on his lap. Just when she thought he must have surely forgotten his previous intentions, his hand rose and landed on her bare butt again, causing her womb to convulse as she felt her juices flowing from her pussy.

She was quivering, shuddering with a fiery pleasure as he spanked her with an erotic precision that had her screaming out with each strike against her flesh. The pleasure whipping through her body seared her from the inside out and left her gasping, nearly screaming in arousal.

“Reno, this isn’t fair.” She moaned, jerking against him as one blow nearly threw her into orgasm, the pleasure-pain was so intense.

“No, Raven, what isn’t fair is your denial.” His hand landed again, making her burn as she screamed out beneath the fiery lash. “What isn’t fair is aching for you, loving you and having to fight you every damned step of the way—" Smack! "—when we both—" Smack! "Know—" Smack! "Exactly how you feel….”

She was arching back to his hand and begging for more, so close to climax, she could feel it shuddering through her, clenching in her womb as he suddenly lifted her, tossing her to the bed as he rose to his feet.

Rolling to her back Raven came to her knees aggressively, baring her teeth in an arousal so deep, so hot, she knew it was burning her out of control. Before he could loosen the first metal button of his jeans, her fingers were there, pushing his out of the way, loosening his jeans until the rigid length of his cock jutted through the open fabric.

Thick and heavily veined, the flared head broad and ruddy, it was a treat Raven couldn’t refuse any longer. Her eyes lifted, meeting Reno’s stormy gaze as her head lowered, her tongue swiping over the small pearl of liquid that collected on the tip. His fingers threaded through her hair as her lips parted, covering the hot flesh with greedy hunger.

Her lips and mouth moved on him as her fingers enclosed the silken length. He was like iron encased in silk, hot and heavy, an erotic weapon of such sensual destruction that she was left helpless in the face of their combined needs.

Her mouth enclosed him, tightened as her tongue flickered over the sensitive head and she began a smooth, firm, sucking action that had a harsh groan ripping from his throat as his fingers tightened further in her hair.

A sense of power filled her, a heady feminine thrill that she held such a sensual, sexual force in the very palm of her hand. It was exhilarating, shattering, more arousing than anything she could have imagined.

Her mouth moved on him in ever increasing demand, feeling the hard throb of blood just under the flesh, feeling the thick erection pulse and throb as he groaned her name in a thick, guttural tone.

One hand moved to the heavy sac just below the straining shaft, her fingers cupping the taut flesh as her other hand stroked the length that her mouth couldn’t consume. She moaned around the fullness that thrust demandingly between her lips, hungry for the heat and taste of him.

“Enough,” he suddenly growled, his hands tightening in her hair as he pulled back.

But not before he spilled a few precious drops of semen on her tongue. Hot, salty, male, the taste sent her senses spiraling as she fought his hold, eager for more.

“That’s not fair,” she gasped as he held her out of reach, his hands catching her wrists to keep her from tempting him further.

“Of course it is.” He turned her quickly, pushing her upper body to the bed as he raised her hips, coming to his knees behind her. “Especially when I intend to do this.”

In one smooth, fierce stroke he filled her. Raven arched, a strangled scream escaping her lips as she felt his cock fill her to overflowing, powering into her with a force and pleasure that left her helpless.

He filled his hands with the smooth flesh of her rear, separating it as he began to move, creating a brilliant shaft of electric sensation as he parted the entrance to her anus. His thumbs smoothed down the crease until he reached the point where he filled her. There, his fingers slid in the slick cream that flowed easily from her body. He smoothed it back, dampening the little hole over and over again as she bucked beneath him, the pleasure so intense, she wondered if she could survive it.

One hand held her buttocks spread as the other began to spread more of her juices back along the crevice. Below, his cock thrust slow and deep inside the sensitive, hot depths of her pussy. He was making her crazy, moving so slowly, teasing her with alternate deep, fast strokes, then slow easy ones. All the while his fingers played at the tiny entrance above, relaxing her, easing her.

“Do you want to throw this away, Raven?" The question was delivered in a hard possessive voice. “This as well as everything else we've ever shared?”

“No!" She couldn’t stop the protest, the need that filled her. Not just sexual, not just the hunger for the biting pleasure of having his cock fill her. But something more, something that went deeper, that grew more intense each time he touched her. It wasn’t just sex, no matter how desperately she wished it were.

“Good girl,” he whispered, thrusting harder inside her, thrusting against delicate tissue and nerves as she cried out at the pleasure.

She was gasping, crying, begging for more when she felt his hand tighten on her hip. The thumb massaging her anus paused for just a second before it began to push inside with slow devastation.

Raven’s back arched, a strangled scream escaping her throat as the piercing pleasure-pain shot up her back before arrowing back down to strike the core of her womb as he began to fuck her in hard, deep thrusts. He stretched her, filled her, thrusting inside her in counterpoint to his thumb as it raided the tender entrance of her ass.

The dual penetration broke the last threads of her control, both physical and emotional. A shattered wail escaped her throat as she clamped down on him, exploding with a force that drew every muscle taut as it shuddered through her body in hard, heavy pulses of release.

Behind her, she heard him groan, felt him swell inside her, then felt his explosion, the hot splash of his semen filling her, branding her. She collapsed beneath him, groaning heavily as his thumb slid from the tight grip of her anus. Seconds later, she heard him breathe in heavily as his cock slid free of her wet vagina and he collapsed on the bed beside her.

“Hell, we're going to kill each other at this rate,” he panted as he pulled her into his arms, one hand smoothing back the perspiration-damp hair that fell over her brow.

Raven opened her eyes, dazed, relaxed, knowing she was losing the emotional battle she was fighting, and fighting to make sense of it. He wasn’t giving her a chance to think, to consider, to come to terms with the emotions tearing through her heart.

“It hasn’t changed anything,” she whispered then, watching his eyes darken with emotion. “How am I supposed to deal with this, Reno, when you keep clouding my mind with sex?”

“I’m not clouding your mind, baby.” He then pulled her closer in his arms as he sighed deeply against her hair. “You’re clouding it yourself. Either you want there to be an 'us,' or you don’t. Think very hard before you make that decision, Raven. Fear can be dealt with, but you have to face it before you can defeat it.”

She frowned.

“I love you, Raven.” He tilted her head back, staring down at her, his eyes dark, filled with emotion, with a savage intensity that clenched her chest and brought tears to her eyes. “That won’t change in a day, a week, or a century. But I won’t destroy myself chasing after you. You have to decide what you want, and once you do, you have to stick to it. Either way it goes, there’s no going back.”
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“We really should get out of bed,” Raven muttered drowsily the next morning as Reno smoothed his hand over the rounded curves of her rear and watched her quietly.

She lay on her stomach, her head turned away from him, the long tangled locks of her dark hair flowing around her. Reno trailed his hand from the rounded flesh of her buttocks to her back, his fingers tangling in the rich mass of curls. She looked so delicate, small and tempting as she lay beside him, exhausted from their lovemaking.

This was the picture he would keep in his mind of her. Her beside him, tired and replete, her hair fanning over her back as he touched her, stroked her.

He kissed the curve of her shoulder, allowing himself to breathe in deep, to fill his senses with the scent of her.

“Did you hear me?" she mumbled as she lifted her shoulder against his lips.

Reno smiled at the irate drowsiness. He could hear the threat of laughter in her voice, despite her tone. She liked to play at being tough, unemotional, but he could hear the threads of feelings that she tried to hide.

“I hear you, grouch.” He raked his teeth over the flesh he was caressing, smiling at the faint shiver that gripped her body. "You’re just a coffee hussy. You think you’re going to convince me to fix you some.”

Soft laughter greeted the accusation.

“Guilty.” She rolled to her side, dragging the sheet around her as she glanced up at him.

Something in his chest expanded, threatening to steal his breath as he stared down at her. Her angel’s face staring up at him, those dark, sleepy eyes staring at him from the flushed expanse of her face. She had the power to steal his breath, and often did.

He held her close, his arms tightening around her as she cuddled against him hesitantly. He could feel her breasts pressing against his chest through the sheet she had pulled around her like a shield. But at least she wasn’t running.

“I really need that coffee, Reno.” Her voice was languid, as lazy as the hand that played almost unconsciously through the mat of hair on his chest.

“You gotta pay for it first.” He grinned as she sighed with exasperation.

“You should be tired,” she grumped. “I’m tired. You didn’t even let me sleep last night.”

“Of course I did.” He smiled against the top of her head as he pushed the sheet away impatiently. “You slept between two and seven while I made some calls and reenergized with a snack.”

“You eat too much.” Her casual tone was spoiled by the tensing of her body when he mentioned the phone calls.

He wasn’t going to let her ignore who and what he was. That wasn’t going to help when the next assignment came up. That, unfortunately, he knew would be sooner than he had expected.

“I have to keep up my energy,” he whispered as he pressed her to her back, pulling the sheet away from her as she watched him, her eyes darkening with arousal.

“How pretty,” he sighed as his hand smoothed down her stomach, feeling the muscles ripple beneath his fingers as he moved unerringly to the heat between her thighs.

Her breath caught, her eyes widened as he cupped the damp, bare flesh there. He loved that look, surprise and arousal, a hint of confusion, as though she hadn’t yet figured out why the pleasure was so intense.

His head lowered to capture the sweetest lips he had ever kissed as his fingers played erotically in the hottest, silkiest folds of flesh God had ever made. Raven just felt different from any other woman. She tasted different; she smelled different. Everything about her was so unique, so soft and sweet and spicy that it sent his senses spinning. She was addictive. She made his head spin, made his heart pound out of control and his hands ache to hold her forever.

For now, his fingers parted the swollen folds between her thighs, caressing her gently as she gasped beneath his kiss. Her hands clenched his shoulders, dragging a groan from his chest as pleasure whipped through him. He tightened against the surge of lust that nearly overwhelmed his senses.

She arched beneath his hands, her hips pressing closer, the swollen bud of her clitoris rubbing into his palm as she tensed beneath him. Reno raised his head, staring down at her intently, seeing the wash of heated hunger suffusing her face as she stared back at him in bemusement.

He slid a finger slowly past the tender opening of her vagina, watching her mouth open as a cry escaped them. God she made him crazy.

His cock twitched in anticipation as he thrust his finger inside the heated depths of her cleft, massaging and caressing the silken tissue that rippled beneath his touch. Her breathing was harsh now, thready little moans escaping her throat as her head tilted back, her eyes closing while her hands moved down his chest, her nails raking over his flesh.

“What are you doing to me?" she moaned, writhing beneath him as he slid another finger inside her, working her muscles slowly, easily, feeling the slick cream of her arousal coating his fingers as she clenched around them.

“Loving you,” he whispered as he read the dazed pleasure consuming her expression. “Do you feel me loving you, Raven?”

He thrust in harder, deeper, finding the ultrasensitive mass of nerves, so that when his fingers pressed into it, rotating subtly, she cried out with sensual abandon, arching closer, her hips pumping against his hand as the muscles of her cunt convulsed around his fingers.

“There you go, baby,” he whispered, forcing back his own driving hunger to watch hers. “Let me love you, Raven.”

He twisted his fingers inside her, sliding nearly free before driving deep again. He watched her face, relished the ecstasy that consumed her even as his own hunger bit deep into his loins. He was dying for her. He would die for her.

Filtering the overpowering lust was the incredible love he had always felt for this woman. She was so much a part of him that he could never imagine life without her now. Couldn’t risk that she would turn away when the job became a reality rather than a distant thought.

Gritting his teeth, he quickened his fingers inside her, pushing her over the edge, watching her dissolve as he pulled free and slid quickly between her thighs. She was still convulsing, the muscles rippling and clenching as he positioned the straining length of his cock and pushed inside her.

“Oh God, Reno,” she cried out beneath him, her legs raising to circle his hips, her arms wrapping around his neck as her eyes opened, the deep blue burning with emotion and pleasure as she stared up at him. “Don’t let me go. Please don’t let me go.”

“Never, baby. I’ll never let you go,” he swore deeply as he lowered himself, bracing his weight on his elbows as his hands clasped her head, staring down at her as he began to move inside her with quick, long strokes that sent frissons of sensation shooting up his spine.

She was so tight, so hot. Clenching around his flesh with rhythmic strokes that had him groaning roughly as his hands clenched in her hair.

“Reno…" Her nails bit into his shoulders as she stared up at him, her expressive face filled with confusion, with love, with such arousal, it had his scrotum drawing up tight as warning tingles of release began to sizzle at the base of his spine.

“Yeah, baby?" He was fighting for control. Just a few more seconds, he thought desperately. He could feel her tensing further beneath him, her own explosion nearing. “Tell me what you need, Raven,” he said, panting. “Anything you want, baby, it’s yours. Anything you want.”

He watched her eyes turn liquid, tears filling them, but never spilling over as the emotion in her gaze intensified.

“I need you.” Her legs tightened around him as the words whispered from her lips, hesitant, filled with longing. “I need you, Reno.”

He lowered his head again, his lips whispering over hers as he felt her rising, felt the impending explosion moving through her.

“You have me, Raven,” he whispered against his lips. “Forever, baby, you have me.”

He pushed inside her harder then, deeper, his strokes increasing until he was jackhammering inside her, exploding with her, his soul dissolving and merging with hers until he had no idea where Raven ended and he began, all he knew was that he would never, could never, let her go.

 

Raven walked into the bedroom that afternoon, coming to a slow, careful stop as she caught sight of Reno packing the duffel bag that had lain nearly empty since the first night he had spent with her.

He was dressed in the camouflage fatigues, black boots and dull green shirt that were trademarks of his job. As she watched, he lifted his holster and the deadly weapon it contained and packed it carefully.

He was leaving. No warning, no time for her to prepare for it. She stared at him, fighting the building dread that rose within her.

He flashed her a strained smile. “I should be back in about a week. Command called about an hour ago. There should be a car to pick me up soon. I’ll be at the base tonight, before we head out first thing in the morning. I left you a present in the kitchen.”

She swallowed tightly, shoving her hands into her jeans pockets as she pushed back the emotions roiling inside her. Fear, pain, desperation. They hadn’t had enough time together, less than a week, not even long enough to build up the memories to hold her through the long, empty nights.

“Sure.” She smiled back, certain she came off as perfectly relaxed as if he had told her he was heading to the corner store. She would not be like her mother. She would not send him away, worried, stressed, uncertain about her state of mind. “Be careful.”

She leaned against the wall memorizing his face. The curve of his lips, his dark stormy gray eyes, the strong arch of brows.

He watched her carefully, his expression concerned. Tense.

He shrugged his shoulders as though shifting some invisible weight.

“I’ll be back,” he said again.

She smiled back at him. “Of course you will.”

He seemed to relax then, at least marginally, the smile on his face curving more naturally. This was who he was. He was a warrior. You can’t tame the wind, and you can’t housebreak a warrior. She had to accept that.

“I love you, Raven,” he said then.

I love you, Raven. I love you, Raven.

The words rebounded through her soul.

She drew in a hard, deep breath. “Did you get everything packed?”

She moved quickly to the dresser, opening and checking drawers. “Clint is always leaving his stuff strung around the place when he visits. I swear, he’s a slob. pick up after him for a week after he leaves.”

Nerves were jumping beneath her skin as she fought to hold on to her composure. She wasn’t going to cry, she wasn’t angry, but she was suddenly realizing how much more she stood to lose than she ever had.

“Raven.” His hands landed on her shoulders, holding her. “I love you.”

She stilled, then turned to him, staring up at him desperately as he watched her. Something inside her was splintering, fragmenting. What was it? She wasn’t angry as her mother had been when her father went on assignment. Raven had been through this too many times with both Reno and Clint. Admittedly, she didn’t have as much to lose then as she did now, but this part she knew how to handle. Didn’t she?

“Don’t you go and get yourself hurt, Reno,” she fairly snarled up at him. “I won’t be happy.”

His off-center smile had her heart clenching with love.

“I’ll make sure of that,” he whispered, his voice quiet, almost saddened as he watched her.

His head swooped down then, his lips catching hers as her breath caught in her throat. Her throat tightened and something in her chest exploded as his kiss consumed her. Her arms went around his neck as she lifted to him, helpless, aching, as his arms jerked her closer, his hands nearly bruising as they roved over her back and shoulders, imprinting his touch into her soul forever.

A horn blew outside. Once, twice.

He pulled away from her, turned, grabbed his duffel bag and stalked from the room. Seconds later, the front door slammed and he was gone. Raven stared at the window across the room, the shards of sunlight cut across the bed, small motes of dust dancing in the air.

The silence was oppressive, heavy.

She forcibly held back her tears, the pain. She could survive this. She wasn’t angry, but God she missed him already.

As she stared at that bright swath of sunlight, a memory broke free, surging past her defenses. She had been young, so young. Barely ten as she lay on her bed that weekend, listening to her parents scream at each other. Her father had to leave again, another mission, another fight. Her mother was crying, begging him not to go. His voice had echoed with his frustration, his own anger. He had to leave. It was his job. No, her mother had screamed, it was his mistress, and she wouldn’t share him. He might as well not even come back.

He hadn’t come back. A black car and two military counselors had arrived instead. Her father had died in an unknown country, and he was never returning. He wouldn’t come home. She wouldn’t hear her parents arguing ever again, or sit on her father’s lap while he read her stories. He would never tickle her again or call her his dark angel. He was gone forever.

Which was worse? The worry or the loss? She had always wondered that. Especially with Reno. If she let herself love him, which would be worse? Never having him or knowing there would never be another chance?

She moved from the bedroom, down the stairs and to the kitchen. The soft noises coming from the other room warned her of what to expect, but nothing could contain the rush of emotion when she stepped into the room.

The box sat by the door, barely large enough to contain the ball of fluff attempting to break free. Attached to the side was a note, written in Reno’s distinctive scrawl.

To keep your feet warm until I return. Love, Reno.

“Until you return,” she whispered, staring at the golden retriever pup as it began to howl pitifully for release.

“Well, little guy,” she whispered, kneeling beside the box as she touched a soft silky ear hesitantly. “At least we'll have each other.”

She drew him from the box and stepped outside, feeling the late summer heat on her face, the breeze whispering over her damp cheeks. But they weren’t. She'd promised herself she wouldn’t cry.

But the tears fell as she cuddled the pup, staring into the brilliance of the late summer sky.

“I didn’t tell him I love him,” she finally admitted, the pain exploding in her chest as she realized Reno was right. There was no hiding from it. No hiding from him. She loved him, and she hadn’t even told him.
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“It’s an easy in and out.” Reno faced his men in the small conference room, standing in front of the large monitor that displayed the target they were being sent in to hit. “We have two hostages to rescue and a laptop used by the cell commander. Laptop is priority. We’ll go in quiet, set the explosives, grab the laptop and the hostages and run. Pickup will be waiting on us here.” He pressed the button that switched the picture to an area nearly ten miles from target. “Two Black Hawks will be waiting to fly us out to a waiting ship.”

He lifted the stack of files on the desk beside him.

“Read this carefully. We have intel reports on entrances, exits, weak spots and so forth. We’ll meet with the assist team when we reach the ship and finalize plans there.”

“The cell commander is wanted for war crimes, Major,” Ace spoke up, his deep voice echoing in the small room. “Are we just after the laptop or his head as well?”

“The assist team will be in charge of that,” Reno informed him. “We’ll be going after the hostages. But you don’t take chances. The opportunity is there to take that laptop, you get it. We stick with our target op and adjust as we have to.”

“And pop the bastard if we get him in our sights,” Joker, the explosives expert of the team spoke up. He wasn’t joking. This particular terrorist commander was brutal, without mercy. He wouldn’t be shown any.

As Reno opened his mouth to dismiss the men, a sharp knock had his head lifting as the door opened.

“Major Chavez, we have a situation that demands your presence,” an MP snickered from the doorway. “General says now.”

Frowning, Reno nodded to Ace as he handed the files to him to distribute to the other three men and made his way to the door.

“Situation?" he asked warily.

“Situation, sir, of a very delicate sort.” The MP nodded, amusement dancing in his eyes. “This way, sir.”

As they neared the general’s office, a frown worked between Reno’s brows at the sound of an irate female voice.

“General, I don’t care how busy he is. You were my father’s best friend and I’m not above pulling strings. If I don’t see him before he leaves in the morning, I promise you, I’ll be making a visit to your wife, your daughter and your son. They like me.” The voice was husky, and filled with feminine fury.

He heard the general’s voice, low, soothing.

“I’m not in the army, general,” she said. “I don’t need rules quoted to me. I need strings pulled. I want to see him. Now.”

A grin tugged at his mouth as the MP chuckled.

“She’s been ripping on the general for an hour,” he whispered as they neared the door. “Want to bet he chews on you next?”

Reno grimaced but something in his heart was loosening. He wouldn’t bet against the MP, but he would bet it just might be worth it.

He knocked on the door lightly.

“Enter.” The general’s voice was frustrated and clipped.

Reno stepped in, saluting smartly, then turned to stare at Raven.

She was cuddling the puppy he'd bought her like a baby. Her face was wet with tears, her deep, deep blue eyes filled with misery.

“Raven?" He stepped toward her, pulling her and the puppy into his arms as he stared back at the general. “What’s happened?”

“Major, I’ll leave you to talk to Miss McIntyre.” The general sounded stern, but Reno caught the soft look he cast at Raven. “We’ll talk later.”

“Yes, sir.” Reno nodded as the general left the room and he turned his attention to the pup wiggling between them.

“Raven? Baby? The puppy is going to be smashed,” he whispered as he gripped her arms, pushing her back enough to release the wiggling little mass. “What’s wrong? Is Clint okay?”

The tears rolled silently down her cheeks. There were no sobs, just a hitch in her breath as she stared up at him.

“I forgot,” she hiccupped then. “You left, and I forgot to tell you….”

She shuddered as her voice broke.

Reno moved to the couch, pulling her to his lap as she cuddled against his chest.

“I love you,” she cried desperately. “God help me, Reno. I don’t want to lose you. I can’t lose can stand anything but you leaving, maybe being…hurt…,” her breath caught, “and not knowing I love you.”

Reno closed his eyes, his arms tightening around her, his heart exploding with joy. She knew she loved him. That was all that mattered.

“It’s okay, baby,” he groaned, kissing her forehead gently as her head tilted back, the wealth of long silken curls flowing over his arm. Her hand lifted to his face, her lips trembling as he wiped the tears from one silken cheek.

“You knew all along, didn’t you?" she whispered then. “That I loved you.”

“All along,” he agreed with a smile.

His lips lowered to hers, moving over the soft curves, nibbling at the damp softness as the feel and smell of her sent his senses rioting.

“Hell, if I fucked you in the general’s office, he would court-martial me for sure,” he sighed, smiling down at the seductive softness in her expression.

“Yeah. He probably would.” Her smile trembled, but it was still there.

“Wait for me, Raven,” he growled, his voice husky, deep, knowing every day away from her would be hell. “I’ll be home. Wait for me.”

“Always, Reno.” She kissed him. Her head raised, her lips moving against his with incredible passion and loving heat. “Always.”
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THREE MONTHS LATER

“You are in so much trouble.”

Reno tossed his duffel bag to the corner of the bedroom as he stalked inside the room, his brows lowered into a dark frown as Raven reclined back on the bed, her knee bent, her naked breasts thrusting forward in invitation as his hot gaze raked over them.

Damn he looked good. The camouflage pants made his legs look sexy as hell, planted apart as they were, the bulge between his thighs filling out the front of the material.

“Oh really, Reno, it wasn’t so bad.” She rolled her eyes at his miffed state. “It was just a little present.”

She restrained her smile as he dug his hand into his pocket, no small feat with that erection tightening the material. Her mouth watered at the sight of it. He had been gone for nearly two weeks this time. Too long as far as she was concerned, and she was wet and hungry for him. The adult toys he had been so kind as to teach her to use the last time he was home did little to bank the fire that thinking of him caused.

She blinked as the small velvet box landed on the bed beside her. She almost had to bite her lips to keep back her smile.

“Is this a proposal?" She arched a brow as she glanced back up at him.

Oh yum. He was undressing. There went the shirt, revealing the golden expanse of his chest, muscles rippling beneath the sun-darkened flesh.

“I’m going to spank your ass,” he grunted as he bent to unlace his boots. “Do you want to know where I was when that box dropped out of my duffel bag, Raven? I was in the middle of communal quarters, sweetheart, with three different teams. Can you imagine the fun those men had at my expense?”

She lifted the box, opening it, and grinned at the sight of the wedding set she had found in his dresser drawer just before he was due to leave. The short letter she had wrapped around it was missing.

Who’s hiding now? she had written.

He had been so very careful of their relationship over the last three months, never pressing her for anything, but she had seen how he had steadily cemented his presence into her life.

His clothes now shared space with hers. His guitar was residing under her bed, and his prized trophies from high school and college had made their way to her small shelf downstairs. He even had his own computer desk for the laptop he often worked on. This was his home. He hadn’t asked to inhabit it, he had just moved in, just as he had taken her heart, a little bit at time. But he never mentioned taking it further, never pushed her, though she could tell he wanted to.

She looked up as his pants cleared his hips and his erection sprang free. Thick, the broad head flushed to a near purple hue, it looked intimidating, ready to conquer. She was more than ready to be conquered.

“Turn over,” he growled.

He had that intimidating, dominating look on his face now. The one that made her cream furiously and made her blood pressure shoot through the roof. She loved it when he looked like that, and she loved what resulted.

“Do I look crazy to you?" She flipped the box closed as she watched him mockingly. “Why buy the cow, Reno, if you’re getting the milk free? I think perhaps you should sleep in the spare bedroom tonight. Better yet, Morganna’s not having any parties this weekend. Maybe she can spare a bed.”

She moved to get off the bed, knowing the game and loving it. She saw that twinkle in his eye. The happiness that tugged at his fiercely controlled lips and the lust that flushed the hard cheekbones of his face.

Her feet barely touched the floor when she felt his arm hook around her waist, dragging her back to the bed as he flipped her onto her stomach in one smooth, economical move.

She screeched in mock protest, struggling against him as she felt his muscular legs bracket her, holding her to the mattress.

A second later, his callused palm landed on her rear with stinging force. Heat whipped through her buttocks, sizzled along her nerve endings, then down to her clit with vicious force.

“Reno, that’s cruel and unusual treatment.” She bucked against his hold. “There’s laws against this.”

He smacked the other cheek, causing her to wiggle fiercely as her vagina began to ripple in desperate need. Damn him, he knew what this did to her.

“Your proposal sucked, Raven,” he drawled lazily as another blow landed, making her moan at the border between pleasure and pain.

“It beat yours,” she cried out, pressing back, feeling the tip of his erection as it slid against the crease of her damp thighs.

He was hard and hot, and her body was starving for him. She pressed back again, moaning heavily as two more strikes landed on her upraised ass, making her clench at the fire blooming there.

“I was wooing you,” he half snarled.

He was always like this after a mission, more dominant, so eager for her that he took her breath away.

“You call that wooing?" She was panting now. His hips shifted, pressing his cock against her eager entrance as she fought for that first hard thrust. “I could die an old maid waiting on you.” The next smack landed with burning force on her ass as she felt her womb contract almost violently.

A second later, her back arched as a hoarse scream tore from her throat. The full, heavy length of his cock surged inside the slick, tight confines of her vagina triggering an explosive climax that left her shaking in reaction, shudders of pleasure vibrating through her entire body.

“Oh, you’re not done yet, baby.” He slid free of her, flipped her to her back and lifted her legs as his head lowered.

His tongue attacked the sensitive folds with ravenous greed, licking around her straining clit as his murmurs of approval hummed against her flesh. Deep, penetrating thrusts of his tongue had her lifting her hips in supplication moments later, only to have him retreat to torture the burning nub above once again.

He was voracious. A sensual, sexual demon intent on draining her of every last vestige of resistance against him. Not that the resistance was anything more than feigned. She loved this side of him, provoked it often and gloried in his possession of her.

She could feel her heart hammering against her chest as her hands lifted from the bed, her fingers moving for the aching tips of her breasts, knowing he was watching. It inflamed her all the more to know that she could push him over the edge, that she could make him as crazy with need as he made her.

He was her lover, her heart and her soul.

She pinched at her nipple as she heard him groan roughly, tugging at the tender points as her eyes opened, her gaze meeting his as his tongue circled her straining clit. He would make her come again, make her scream for him. He always did.

She could feel perspiration gathering on her body as the heat inside her began to build. Her muscles tensed, her breathing became broken whimpers of agonizing need until his mouth covered the erect little clit, his tongue flickering as he sucked it firmly.

She screamed for him as she exploded. Rocketing into the stars with a force that left her dizzy as she felt him thrust inside her, hard and deep, penetrating her to the very core before his hips began to move with furious thrusts.

It didn’t take him long. The need was too great; the absence had been too long. He pushed her into a final, exhausted orgasm before giving in to his own, groaning harshly as he buried inside her, his cock jerking in reflex as he spilled his semen in the gripping depths of her pussy.

Seconds later he collapsed beside her with an exhausted sigh, pulling her to his chest as they both fought to bring their breathing under control.

“I need coffee,” she muttered sleepily, burrowing close, her hand going to the scar on the right side of his chest.

The bullet he had taken there could have taken his life if it had been a few more inches toward the center It had been a close call. A terrifying one, but she had survived it without recriminations. When he came home, she had babied him and loved him, and treasured every day she had with him after that. She vowed she would never waste their lives as her mother had hers.

“Coffee hussy,” he chuckled into her hair. “What do you do when I’m gone?”

She breathed out pitifully. “I suffer, Reno. It’s a tragic, horrible sight to witness. Poor Morganna even feels sorry for me.”

She shivered as his hands caressed her back, one running low to her hips before smoothing over her buttocks.

“You’re marrying me.” His voice suddenly hardened. “Notice, I’m not asking. I’m telling you.”

“I already proposed, big shot. You dropped the ball. Remember?”

He grunted at that. “Minx. The men are still laughing over that note you left. Don’t you know I’m fearless? I never hide.”

“Coward.” She yawned, unconcerned, nipping his chest as her lips closed. “Do you know how mad I got when I found that box? It’s a good thing you were getting ready to leave that day or I might have had to hurt you.”

He gripped a handful of hair, tugging her head back as she stared up at him, her legs smoothing across his as she felt his erection growing, pressing against her lower stomach.

“I love you, Raven,” he whispered then, his voice no longer filled with amusement, his gaze velvet soft as he watched her. “Forever.”

“You took a hell of a chance, Reno,” she whispered. “I didn’t know myself how much I loved you. What if I hadn’t realized?”

A smile curved his lips. “I would have fucked you into submission.”

She rolled her eyes, one hand pressing against his shoulder as though to push him away.

“Get serious.”

“Withheld the coffee?" he suggested darkly.

She stared up at him in some concern then. “You "wouldn’t do that.”

“Oh yes I would have,” he growled. “But more importantly, I wouldn’t have given you a moment’s peace. You’re mine, baby, and I don’t let go of what’s mine.”

He kissed her then, a kiss filled with promise, heat and magic as her heart dissolved within her chest and flowed into his. It wouldn’t do him any good to let her go, she thought, because she had no intention of releasing him.

“I love you, Reno,” she whispered against his lips again. “Forever.”
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FOR MAGGIE’S SAKE

Lora Leigh



1

Maggie Samuels was pale. Too pale. The freckles across her creamy cheeks and along the bridge of her nose stood out clearly, emphasizing the frail, delicate look of her features. Her lush lips trembled, her wide green eyes were shocked and filled with unshed tears.

And he wanted to save her. Joe Merino stared through the two-way glass, his hands pushed into the pockets of his slacks as he watched Maggie wrap her arms across her chest and stare unseeing back at the detective questioning her. Detective Folker had been questioning her for hours.

Her husband had been dead less than a week, a husband who had supposedly adored her. Who lived for her. The same man who had supposedly been Joe’s friend. And now, Maggie’s life was being threatened as well. Because of that same man.

Joe knew he shouldn’t give a damn. From all accounts, she had gotten herself into this; he should let her get herself out of it. That’s what his head was saying. His heart was saying something different. His heart was assuring him that there was no way Maggie was involved. He had slept with this woman at one time, held her in his arms, and watched her as she climaxed. The woman he had known couldn’t be cold-blooded enough to be involved with this. But then again, he had never suspected for a second that Grant was part of Fuentes’s organization. That he had helped rape and torture many of the young women that Fuentes had kidnapped.

And now, here he stood, days after Grant’s death, trying to harden himself to the threat that someone else he cared for could be involved in the horror that operation had turned into. That his own life could have become such a mess.

He had let his bitterness, his distrust of women after his wife’s deceit and death five years ago, stand between him and the woman he knew belonged to him. Hell, he had known it at the time. Each time he thought of forever with Maggie, the memory of Bettina’s death hung over him like a haunting specter. She had died leaving him. She and her boyfriend, high on drugs, had run the car they were in over an embankment, killing them both. He hadn’t been able to hold on to the woman he married, the woman who swore to love him. And two years later, there he had been, falling in love with Maggie.

Joe watched Maggie now, his jaw clenched, his back teeth grinding, as the past threatened to swallow him. Two and a half years before, Maggie had belonged to him for a few short months. But he hadn’t taken what he knew could be his. Maggie had walked out of his arms, and months later had walked into Grant’s.

The problem was, he hadn’t stopped loving Maggie.

He stared into the interrogation room, fighting to ignore the tightening of his chest, the regret and the rage and the lust. He had been fighting the lust for two and a half years. A hunger that never slept, that never eased, for a woman he could never have again. A woman who, it appeared, was involved in her husband’s illegal activities.

He ignored the gut-clenching feeling that she couldn’t be involved, that she was innocent. It was the same reaction he had when he began to suspect there was indeed a mole within his team. He had begun the investigation on all the team members, except Grant. He had shared his suspicions with his friend, discussed the best way to flush the traitor out. And Grant had sympathized, become angry on Joe’s behalf, and pretended to help.

God, he had been a fool. Just as he was being a fool again, wanting to believe in Maggie when the evidence against her was mounting.

“Mrs. Samuels, your husband was working for Fuentes,” Detective Matthew Folker told her, not for the first time, his plump face and hazel eyes appearing almost kind as he watched her. “Your neighbors have seen him.” He pointed to Diego Fuentes’s picture. “As well as his nephew Santiago Fuentes, and his brother Jose, at your home. Surely you overheard something?”

Maggie shook her head, the silken fall of her deep red hair caressing her shoulders as her lips trembled again. He knew how Maggie reacted when she was hiding something. Her lips didn’t tremble. Her lips trembled when she couldn’t understand the pain she felt or events unfolding. Her lips had trembled when she had seen another woman on his arm, and her face had gone that same pasty white.

“I saw them. They came to the house several times over the past months… .”

“You met with them,” Folker accused, his voice benign, confident.

“I didn’t meet with them.” Her voice was thin, filled with fear. It sent a surge of fury racing through Joe. Was she lying? The evidence said she was. But the evidence had come from Grant. And they all now knew how reliable Grant had been. Even two and a half years ago Joe had known he knew Maggie better than he knew his best friend. He had acknowledged it, and it had scared the hell out of him.

“Agent Samuels left evidence that you were involved in his illegal activities,” the detective repeated. The accusation had been voiced a half-dozen times in the two-hour-long interview.

“God. No,” she whispered, as a tear slipped free and she shook her head again.

“There is proof you were involved. Pictures, Mrs. Samuels, as well as written notes. We’re prepared to be lenient here. Give us the pictures and audio tapes Agent Samuels made of his meetings with the Fuentes family and we’ll forget your part in this.”

She shook her head again, her breathing jerky as she stared back at the detective.

“Mrs. Samuels,” Folker sighed, pushing his hand over his balding head as he stared back at her, a glimmer of compassion in his eyes. “Would you like to call your lawyer? We do have evidence that you’re involved. If you’re frightened …”

“I don’t know anything.” Her hands tightened on her upper arms, her fingernails biting into her own flesh as a sob echoed in her voice. “I don’t need a lawyer because I didn’t know what Grant was doing. We’ve barely spoken for months.”

“Mrs. Samuels, it’s too late for this game.” Folker slapped the table in frustration. “Look at the damned pictures.” He pointed to the pictures of the young women murdered over the past two years; the morgue shots were horrendous. “Look at them, Maggie. He helped do this. You helped …”

“I didn’t do this,” she screamed back, tears washing over her cheeks as she stared back at the detective. “I didn’t know. I don’t have anything to do with it. I swear to God I don’t. Please …”

Maggie lowered her head, her shoulders jerking from the sobs she was fighting to hold back, as Folker leaned back in his chair and looked over his shoulder to the mirror behind him. The disapproval in his gaze was heavy. He didn’t like what he was doing to her, what he had been ordered to do. Detective Folker didn’t believe Maggie could be involved. And, Joe admitted, he couldn’t fully believe it himself.

Joe turned his head to the district attorney standing beside him, as well as the federal prosecutor observing the interrogation.

“I don’t think she knows, Mark,” he sighed wearily. “At least, not that she’s aware of.”

“Santiago and his uncle Jose will be out of jail before the day is out,” Mark Johnson murmured. “We couldn’t deny bail at this point because of the threats the judge has received. Our only chance is to trap them in this. If she walks out of this office without giving us the information, she’s dead.”

“We can’t protect her, Agent Merino,” Andrew Jordan, the federal prosecutor sent to oversee the interrogation spoke up. “She’s our only hope at this point.”

Joe breathed in, slow, deep. As he stared at Maggie he saw Grant, his face twisted with hatred as he prepared to kill Morganna Chavez when he couldn’t get her to the exit of the club and to Fuentes. The attempted kidnapping, the drugging of the women before her, the rapes, the death of Agent Lyons. It all lay at Grant’s feet, and now at his wife, Maggie’s.

“Are we certain she could have had access to the information?” Joe asked as he crossed his arms over his chest, ignoring the instinctive demand that he go to her, hold her, take the fear out of her eyes.

“We’re certain she lived with him for two years. She would have seen or heard something, even if she wasn’t involved. We’ve found too many lies in those damned journals to take his word for it,” Johnson grunted. “Word on the street is that the price is already on her head, though. And Grant would have tried to cover his ass. He had the evidence, I suspect; the question is where.”

“And if she doesn’t know anything, consciously or subconsciously?” Subconsciously, yeah, he was betting she knew something. Consciously? He couldn’t make it work in his own mind. Maggie would have never been able to live with the rapes and deaths of those women. It wasn’t possible.

“If she doesn’t, she’s dead anyway. We can’t do anything to protect her if she doesn’t cooperate,” Jordan answered.

“She trusts you, Joe. She asked for you when we brought her in this morning.”

There was a question in the district attorney’s voice, one Joe heard clearly. The DA was well aware of the fact that Joe and Maggie had been involved in an affair. Grant’s irrational journals had been filled with furious entries raging over the fact.

“What do you want me to do?” Joe steeled himself against the denial raging inside him. He couldn’t interrogate Maggie. It would destroy them both.

“We need that proof, Joe. Without it, the nephew and the brother will walk and the Navy will never find the mole responsible for the death of that Navy SEAL and the young women that drug destroyed.” Johnson sighed.

Joe wanted to trust her, he wanted to hold her, to take away her fear and promise her everything was going to be okay. She was his best friend’s wife… . His jaw clenched. No, Grant hadn’t been his friend—the illusion of friendship, of brotherhood, had been a game, nothing more.

In the days since Grant’s death, the depth of his treachery had slowly been revealed. He had been on the take for years. More years than Joe could have imagined.

“You know me, Matthew.” Joe heard Maggie’s whisper clearly through the glass. “I wouldn’t be involved in this.”

Joe would have never thought she would be involved in this, but then again, he would have never believed Grant would betray him. The evidence supported her involvement. For now he had no choice but to go with the evidence, the tangible proof rather than his emotions. Because his emotions couldn’t be trusted. Because Maggie’s life depended on her knowing something, whether she realized it or not.

“Maggie, we have evidence.” Matthew laid his arms on the table as he leaned forward. “Evidence that you were at the house during the meetings, that you know where the photos and recordings are hidden. Lying isn’t going to help you.”

“I’m not lying to you.” She smacked the palm of her hand on the table, that Irish temper finally coming to the fore.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Matthew, and I’m not telling you that again. I didn’t know what Grant was doing.”

Despite the temper, she was trembling. He could see the fine tremors racing over her body, echoing in her lips.

“I’ll take care of it.” It was a promise Joe made not just to the DA, but to Maggie.

He was a fool. No greater fool had ever been born than he was at that moment, and he knew it.

Johnson watched him silently. Joe could feel the other man’s gaze on him as he stared through the two-way mirror at Maggie.

“How?”

“Fuentes already put a price on her head. She’s as good as dead without protection, until we can get the evidence she’s hiding. I’ll take her to a safe house, see if I can wear her down.”

“If that doesn’t work?” Andrew Jordan’s eyes were narrowed as Joe stared over the district attorney’s shoulder at the older man. Andrew Jordan was a sparse, tall man, with hawklike eyes and a jutting, pugnacious chin. He was the terror of the capital and a bulldog when it came to the cases he prosecuted.

“What do you want, Jordan?” He fought the anger willing inside him. “Arresting Maggie and terrifying her isn’t going to help anyone at this point, and it won’t get the evidence against the Fuentes gang. According to Grant’s journal, his marriage to her was less than perfect. She wouldn’t protect him.”

“She wouldn’t be the first woman to follow the money, Merino. You know that,” Jordan pointed out, clearly referring to the rich bastard his first wife had died with.

It was well known that Joe refused to touch the money his parents made available to him. He used the inheritance his grandfather had left him, but his parents’ money he had never touched. Not because of any anger or animosity toward it or his parents. There was none. He loved them, as interfering and broody as they could be. But he didn’t want their money. With the inheritance he had, and his salary, he had more than he needed. More than Bettina would have needed if she hadn’t gotten hooked on the drugs.

“If Maggie wanted money, she wouldn’t help kill to get it,” he snarled. “Give me a week, maybe two. Let me see what I can learn.”

“She has to go voluntarily,” Johnson warned him. “We can’t make it official.”

“She’ll go.”

Maggie had trusted him a long time ago. Once, she may have even loved him. He accepted the guilt from the past on his shoulders. That didn’t mean he would allow more lives to be lost because of Grant’s hatred and greed.

“I’ll leave it in your hands then,” Jordan murmured.

Mark Johnson nodded then. “Keep me up to date, Joe, and hurry. We need this information now.”

Maggie had been telling herself for a week that she would wake up, that this was all a horrible dream, that any minute she was going to wake up and it was all going to be over. But, as she sat in the interrogation room and stared into Matthew Folker’s suspicious gaze, she realized she wasn’t going to wake up. It wasn’t a nightmare, it was reality.

Where was Joe? The question kept racing through her mind, tearing through her emotions. She hadn’t thought Joe would desert her, that he would allow Detective Folker to question her without his presence. They had been friends once, more than friends.

Then again, he had loved Grant like a brother, and had never realized how much Grant hated him. But Maggie had known. For two years she had listened to Grant rage about Joe. The petty jealousy and fury Grant felt toward the other man had begun frightening Maggie within months of their marriage.

“Maggie, let me help you.” Matthew leaned closer, his hazel eyes compassionate as he watched her. “We’re not interested in prosecuting you, not if we get that information. Otherwise …” Otherwise, they would hang her out to dry on whatever trumped-up evidence Grant had left.

“So, it wouldn’t matter to you if I had been a part of this?” she accused, as she waved her hand toward the pictures before her, the morgue shots of the young women who had been killed because of the horrible drug Grant had helped to distribute. “As long as you get whatever Grant had hidden, then you would just wipe the slate clean?”

“I give you my promise, Maggie. The DA will put it in writing …”

“Then you’re a fool,” she screamed, jerking to her feet as she grabbed the nearest photo and slapped it beneath his face. “You look at her, Matthew. She was savaged. And you’re willing to let go someone you suspect of being capable of helping in it?”

She was shaking so violently she could feel the very core of her threatening to shatter apart. She couldn’t fight her tears any longer, or her rage. She wanted to leave here, she wanted to go home, and then she wanted to find whatever the hell it was she was supposed to have and throw it in Folker’s face.

“Sit down, Maggie.” He sat back in his chair, calm, remote.

She had known the detective for nearly ten years now, since she had come to the station with her father when he worked with the paper. It was as much her world as the newspaper office was.

“Don’t tell me to sit down.” She shook her head furiously. “I did not do this, Matthew. Not in any part.” She pointed a shaky finger at the pictures between them. “And if you had the evidence you say you do, you and that son-of-a-bitch Jordan would have arrested me while he was spitting his accusations in my face earlier.”

The door opened at that second. Maggie jerked around, her heart exploding in her chest at the sight of the man standing there, tall, remote, his brown eyes so cold and hard they were like chips of dark ice.

“No, Maggie, they wouldn’t have arrested you,” Joe told her softly. “Because I won’t let them. Now get your stuff together and let’s get the hell out of here.”

Out of there? To where? She had thought he would be her salvation, that if anyone believed in her, Joe would. But as she stared into the cold hard depths of his eyes she was terribly afraid that Joe didn’t believe in her any more than anyone else did.
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One week later

Maggie stared into the misty morning of the South Carolina Mountains and contemplated mistakes. Past mistakes, present mistakes, and how they would lead into the future. She was twenty-eight years old, and she might not live to see twenty-nine. The choices she had made in the past two and a half years led her to this mountain, this cabin, and the man she couldn’t forget.

She had been such a fool. Two and a half years before she had walked out of Joe Merino’s life, believing she had left in time to save her heart, to go on and to find happiness with someone else.

He hadn’t loved her. They were damned good in bed, but he had made it clear he didn’t want or need her in his life. Real clear. Another woman on his arm type clear.

She curled her feet beneath her, tucking her body tighter in the rocking chair that sat on the weathered wood porch of the cabin Joe had brought her to a week before.

That had been the beginning of her downfall into hell. She had broken all ties to Joe Merino two years and six months before. Several months later, she had met Grant Samuels. Six months after meeting, they had married.

She should have known better. The moment she learned Grant was in law enforcement, she should have run. But Grant had been a detective with the Atlanta Police Department at the time, and Joe had been an agent in the DEA. They might know each other, but it had never occurred to her that they had been as close as they were. And Grant had kept the secret until only days before their wedding.

She should have broken off the engagement the day she learned Grant and Joe not only knew each other, but were supposedly best friends. And she would have, except Grant had pleaded with her, swore he loved her, and the wedding had been only days away.

Grant had claimed he had known about her and Joe, and hadn’t told her who he was because he had been terrified of losing her. That much would have been the truth, considering how easily he had used her, how he had intended to use her.

She had loved Grant. Or she had thought she did. Within months she had learned that the man she loved didn’t exist. Grant had married her because he believed Joe cared for her. She had been a trophy, something to torment Joe with, and nothing more.

She had tried to leave him. Three months after their marriage she had walked out, only to learn the true nature of the man she called her husband and the information he had gathered to ensure she never divorced him. Information that would destroy her father.

And now here she was, still fighting to escape the hell of a marriage that had been doomed from the start. Older, wiser, and more certain than ever that Joe Merino would end up breaking her heart, if Grant’s deceptions didn’t end up getting her killed first.

Where would he have hidden the information Joe needed so desperately? Information that would seal the government’s case against the remaining Fuentes family? Hell, did he even have the proof his journal had stated he had? Everything else in that damned book had been a lie.

Oh, he had really managed to mess her life up completely. The journal claimed she knew the location of the proof he had taken against the Fuentes family. Pictures and video discs of Santiago and Jose Fuentes along with Roberto Manuelo, the cartel general that had been killed the night Grant had tried to kidnap a female DEA agent, coordinating the drugging and rapes of over a dozen women in the past two years. The location of the lab where the drug was created and even the identities of several influential political figures involved with Fuentes.

In the past week, Maggie had learned exactly why the police department was so eager to drop any charges they could bring against her in return for the information they were looking for.

So why couldn’t the bastard Grant just write it in his journal with all the lies he had written against her? He could have included some truth in it, just for a change of pace.

She pushed her fingers through her hair, the circles in her mind exhausting her. There were no answers, and the cold suspicion in Joe’s eyes was killing her. He had changed since Grant’s death. Since he had been forced to kill Grant, rather. There was an edge of unrelenting ice in his expression, in his eyes, that hadn’t been there before. Amusement had always lurked in the chocolate brown gaze, sensuality; playfulness had always curved his lips.

Even when they had argued, when she had walked out on the relationship they had, there had been regret, sadness, softness. There was none of that now. This wasn’t the man she had given her heart to.

So why was he protecting her? Why did he give a damn? Those were questions he had refused to answer since their arrival at the cabin, questions that garnered no more than a cold silence.

At this rate, she was going to have frostbite before the month was out.

“You’re a sitting target out here.”

Maggie flinched at the sound of his voice from the doorway. The dark sensuality of the tone couldn’t be hidden, no matter how coldly furious he might be. It throbbed just beneath the ice and sent heat curling through her system.

She hated that. She hated the response to him, unwilling and unwanted, that she had learned she had no hope of controlling.

She stared into the forest, watching the mist rise like a veil of dreams above the treetops to meet the heat of the rising sun.

“If the Fuentes family knew where I was, then they would have already struck.” She shrugged her shoulders, wishing she had worn a bra beneath the loose T-shirt she had slept in.

Her nipples were hardening, her breasts were swelling, and this was no time for it. She could feel the steadily rising sense of expectation building within her. She had spent a week with Joe, alone, and the tension was only growing worse by the day.

“You aren’t showing much faith in my protective abilities,” he grunted.

“Of course I am.” She kept staring into the forest; she wasn’t about to watch him. Watching him only aroused her further. “I’m sitting here watching the dew meet the sunrise, in plain view. See, I trust you to know I’m well hidden.”

“You make about as much sense now as you ever did.” His voice turned surly. “Come inside, I have coffee ready.”

Yeah, she had smelled it for the past half hour, tempting, strong, teasing her senses. Rather like Joe did.

This was not going to work.

“You’re sitting out here pouting,” he accused, when she didn’t move to follow him.

“I don’t pout, Joe,” she reminded him. “I think.”

“You think too much then,” he growled. “Now get your butt in the house. Maybe the coffee will even out your temper.”

She clenched her teeth. She was not going to argue with him. Arguing with him was a pointless exercise. It was like beating her head against a wall. She only ended up hurting herself.

“I don’t have a temper.” She was restrained. Hell, he was still alive, wasn’t he?

“Uh-huh.” Was that amusement she heard in his voice?

After a week?

She couldn’t help herself, she turned and looked at him and her senses went into overload. He wasn’t wearing a shirt. The leanly muscled contours of his hair-matted chest brought back memories better forgotten. Memories she had never forgotten.

The warmth of him as he came over her, his thighs parting hers, the feel of his cock nudging against her sex, filling her slowly, riding her fiercely.

Maggie shivered as her vagina clenched with a sudden spasm of hungry need, a clenching of lust as the heated dampness began to prepare her for a touch that certainly wasn’t coming. She jerked her eyes from his chest and lifted them to his face. Beard-roughened, the darker growth contrasted with the dark blond, rakishly cut hair that framed his face. The two days’ growth was nearly black, and gave him a piratical appearance that was too mouthwatering for words. It just made his lips appear sexier, more lickable. And she really wanted to lick them.

“Come on, Maggie. Coffee and breakfast. Then we can talk.” He held his hand out to her, the ice that had filled his eyes for the past week thawing, warming.

Maggie licked her lips nervously, feeling her heart racing in her chest, her nerve endings sensitizing. She rose from the chair, though she ignored his outstretched hand as she watched him warily. He was like a damned chameleon, and the abrupt changes were throwing her off balance.

“So where’s the prick I’ve spent the last seven days with?” she asked as she moved around him to enter the cabin, feeling the walls closing in on her as he stepped in behind her.

He had a habit of that, sucking all the space out of a room until nothing remained except him. At least, that was all she was aware of. The warm, cheery tones of burnt reds and soft desert browns of the living room were lost on her. The couch was wide, comfortable. Joe liked making love on couches. Floors. Coffee tables. Kitchen counters.

She stepped back quickly, giving him plenty of room as the corner of his lips kicked up in a grin.

“Same cautious Maggie,” he said, as he moved past her and headed to the kitchen. “How long did it take me to get you into bed the first time?”

“Not long enough,” she stated. “And I am not having sex with you again, Joe.” Yeah. Right. Her body was all in agreement on that one. In another second, the dampness building on the folds of her sex was going to start dampening the fleece of her pajama bottoms. If it wasn’t already.

“We’re sleeping in the same bed …”

“That’s not my choice,” she argued, as he glanced over his shoulder, casting her a wicked look. “You wouldn’t let me sleep on the couch.”

“Sure you can.” He shrugged his tanned shoulders negligently. “But it’s going to be an awful tight fit with both of us there.”

That was pretty much his stand on it seven days ago. She followed him slowly into the kitchen, admiring the tight contours of his rear beneath the snug jeans he had only zipped, not buttoned. Yeah, she had caught that little detail out on the porch.

“How much longer are we staying here?” She finally asked the question that had been hovering on her lips for days. “When are you going to give up, Joe?”

“When the Fuentes family is dead.” He padded to the coffeepot, lifted the carafe, and poured the liquid into waiting cups.

His answer shocked her. Before, his answer would have been once a culprit was behind bars, not dead.

“I just want to know how they managed bail,” she sighed, moving to the kitchen table as he turned back, the coffee cups firmly in hand.

“One of Fuentes’s lieutenants paid off the judge. We have the money and evidence in hand. Judge Gilmore was none too pleased with the offer. He could take the money and let them out, or his grandchildren could suffer the consequences. We opted to go with the bribe, taped it, and now have the money impounded in a safe location until it’s needed. All with Jose’s and Santiago’s fingerprints.”

She couldn’t have been more surprised if he had said he was Santa Claus.

“And that’s not enough to lock them up for a while?” she asked, amazed.

“We need it all, Maggie. We want them locked away forever, if they’re smart enough to live until the trial. I don’t want them out on a technicality. And I don’t want families murdered to get them there.”

Maggie stared back at him suspiciously. She had been questioning him for a week now, and he was finally giving her the answers she wanted: Why?

“If I’m suspected of being part of this, then didn’t you just put several people in danger by telling me?”

His gaze was hooded as he glanced back at her before shrugging. “I don’t believe you’re part of this.”

Oh yeah, she really believed that one at this late date.

“So I’m here why?” she questioned him as he sat the coffee in front of her. “And they are still out on bail for what reason?”

“We need that proof Grant hid and the Fuentes family still believes you have that.” Joe took his seat across from her, watching her steadily. “You don’t know where it’s at; that means your life is still in danger. And the Navy needs that mole. There’s too much at stake here to risk a trial on what little evidence we have of the two aiding and abetting Diego. If we want to shut down this cartel and that drug, then we have to do it here.”

Ahh, so the truth was emerging, perhaps.

“You’re using me …”

“Hell no!” Anger flashed across his expression. “You are not bait, Maggie. No matter what you think. I told you I’d protect you, and I meant it.”

And she didn’t trust him, not even for a second. Fear raced down her spine as she stared back at him, suddenly wondering to what lengths he would go in capturing the Fuentes men. But she knew the lengths he would go to, she reminded herself. He blamed the Fuentes family for what happened to Grant, rather than blaming Grant himself.

“And this information the federal prosecutor thinks I’m hiding?” she asked, not bothering to hide the mockery in her voice. “Have you just given up on it, Joe?”

He tilted his head as he regarded her for several seconds. “You don’t know where it’s at. That’s a dead end.”

“Oh, you are so good.” She would have cried if it didn’t hurt so damned bad. The truth was there in his eyes, the suspicion, the calculation. Others might not have recognized it, but Maggie saw it and knew it for what it was. “Do you really expect me to swallow that line of crap, Joe? Do you think I’m that stupid?”

“On the contrary, you’re not stupid at all. Suspicious,” he chided her with a quirk of amusement. “But not stupid.”

Maggie ignored the coffee sitting before her, the smell of it suddenly as unappetizing as the lies passing his lips. Standing slowly to her feet, she stared back at him impassively, fighting to hide the pain exploding inside her.

“You’ve changed, Joe,” she whispered. “I never pegged you for a liar. An asshole and a prick maybe, but not an out-and-out liar. Congratulations, you did the impossible. You made my opinion of you sink lower than it was two and a half years ago.”

Turning on her heels, she moved to stalk from the kitchen, to put distance between herself and his games, his lies. She hated lies. She hated herself. Because she wanted to believe him, she wanted to trust in the arousal and the warmth that had heated his eyes, just as she wanted to believe that he could trust in her, just once. She was a fool.

“No, you don’t.” She came to an abrupt stop as he jumped from his chair, his hand reaching out to catch her upper arm as she moved to pass him.

The shock of his flesh touching hers, the heat and strength in it nearly drove the breath from her body.

“Let me go.” She jerked against his hold, feeling the anger growing inside her, the hurt burning through her heart.

“I won’t let you go, Maggie.” He suddenly snarled, jerking her around, as his free hand buried in her hair, his fingers locking into the strands. He jerked her head back and stared into her eyes fiercely. “I won’t let you go and I won’t let you die. Lie to me all you need to. Fuck it. I’ll get Fuentes in the end, if I have to kill him to do it. But I won’t let you go.”

“You don’t have a choice.” She pushed against his chest, desperate to escape him, to break free of the hard temptation of his body. “I don’t belong to you, Joe, not anymore …”

“By God, you always belonged to me. Always.”

Before she could stop him his head lowered, his lips covered hers, and time came to a stop. There was only Joe’s kiss. His lips moving against hers, his tongue licking, piercing her lips, moving between them in a fierce, dominant kiss.

Her fingers curled against his chest, then spread out, nerve endings soaking in the feel of him, remembering, relishing the rasp of the short, crisp hairs on her palms, the fiery warmth beneath his flesh.

Against her lower stomach she felt his erection pressing intently through the material of his jeans. His arms enfolded her, his kiss intoxicated her.

“Joe,” she whimpered as his lips slid to her cheek, to her jaw. “Don’t do this.”

Don’t make her feel again. Don’t make her ache for all the things she knew she couldn’t have. Don’t make her love him more than she already did.

“I dreamed of you.” The arousal and the anger pulsed in his voice as he nipped at her ear. “For more than two years, I remembered what it was like to feel you beneath me, to hear the soft little catch in your voice when you came beneath me, the feel of your body tightening around me. I remembered, Maggie, and it drove me insane.”

She whimpered at the pain that enveloped her, the raking fingers of need, regret, and sorrow that filled her.

“This won’t fix the past.” She tightened her fingers on his biceps, feeling the power and the tension that vibrated in his body. “It won’t solve anything, Joe.”

He wanted to punish her. She could feel it pulsing in the air around them, feel it in the rake of his teeth along her neck, the nipping little kisses, and the press of his erection against her.

Even as her head screamed out a warning against his touch and the probability of heartbreak down the road, she felt herself relaxing, leaning into him, the response he had always commanded from her leaping through her system.

“I know one thing it will definitely solve.” One hand slid down her back, gripped the swell of a buttock, and lifted her to him.

Maggie moaned at the feel of his cock notching between her thighs, his lips at her neck, his tongue licking erotically at her skin. Blood pulsed hot and fast through her veins, heating her flesh, sensitizing her nerve endings, as lust began to spike the air around them.

Hunger surged through her. More than two years of aching, of needing, of suffering the restless, shadowed dissatisfaction that edged at her mind, culminated here. In Joe’s arms. His touch. His kiss. It was the drug she had never recovered from, the one very likely to destroy her.
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The feel of her lips beneath his, her body pulled against his, was heaven and hell. Memories swamped him, and following close on its heels was a lust that tightened in his balls and sent hunger slamming through his system. This was Maggie. Redheaded, fiery, a need he had never exorcised, from his heart. A hunger he couldn’t forget. No matter how hard he tried—and he had tried, for two and a half years he had tried. He was tired of denying himself.

His lips moved over her jaw, back to her lips, and he stole the words he could feel rushing past them. A denial, the cautious, intuitive part of her that had always driven him crazy. There was only one way to silence it, one way to steal beneath her defenses and make her melt in his arms.

“Maggie,” he whispered, lifting his lips until they ghosted over hers. “Let me love you …”

“You son of a bitch!”

He was unprepared for the raging fury let loose on him. A redheaded mini tornado that kicked, slapped, and threw herself at him like a force of nature intent on destruction.

“Dammit, Maggie …” He grabbed her wrists, only to let go as she kicked at his shin.

Jumping back, he stared at the aberration confronting him. Her red hair was wild, waves of fiery splendor cascading to her shoulders, her cheeks flushed, her green eyes brilliant with tears.

“I can’t believe you!” Her fists were clenched at her sides as her breasts rose and fell with the quick pace of her breathing. “ ‘Let me love you’,” she mimicked him. “You know about as much about that emotion as Grant did. Zero, Joe. Nada. And you can kiss my ass.”

“Give me the chance.” He narrowed his eyes on her, letting a mocking smile curl his lips. “If you had put the bitch on hold for a minute, I might have gotten around to it. And the next time you compare me to Grant, you might find that sweet ass spanked rather than kissed.”

“Lay a hand on me and I’ll charge you with assault,” she yelled back. “You had your chance to love me, Joe, and you blew it.”

“Like hell,” he snarled, sexual tension and raging anger rising inside him. “I loved you every damned chance you gave me, Maggie. Completely. Neither of us could move after we were finished.”

“You fucked me,” she corrected him brutally.

Joe flinched at the explicit wording, something dark and inexplicable rising inside him to deny it.

“And what did you do, Maggie? I hardly think it was love; you married the man you believed was my best friend six months later.”

“I didn’t know until he brought you to the wedding rehearsal.” Her gaze was filled with disgust as it raked over him. “I nearly broke the engagement then, and I would have if he hadn’t begged me not to. I knew.” Her laughter was tinged with bitterness. “God, I knew better. I should have never listened to him when he swore to me that my relationship with you didn’t matter. That he hadn’t known about it.”

The pain in her eyes made him pause. Maggie had never been much of liar, at least not before her marriage to Grant. She wore her heart on her sleeve, loved or hated with equal intensity. A person didn’t have to guess where he stood with her.

“He knew about our relationship,” he informed her, watching her closely. “He knew the night you walked out on me, and he knew why.”

Her lips parted for a second before closing firmly, tightening into a bitter line. There was no surprise there, though, only remembered pain. Grant’s lies couldn’t surprise her anymore, only her own stupidity at the time still had the power to hurt her.

“Yes,” she finally admitted. “He did. He knew about our relationship and he used it the entire time we were married. Too bad I didn’t know any better before the vows were spoken.”

“Why did you marry him?” That question had haunted him, had driven him to drink more nights than he could count.

“Because I thought he loved me,” she threw back at him fiercely. “And I thought I loved him. I thought he was honest, that he wanted more than the quick fuck his buddy had decided was all I was good for.”

“Say that word again and you’re going to regret it, Maggie,” he snapped.

“What? Fuck?” she sneered. “What’s wrong, Joe, does it offend you to know what a complete bastard you were?”

“I know well how damned stupid I was.” God knew it had been driven home night after lonely night for two and a half years. “But you were never just a fuck.”

“Oh, you loved me?” she asked mockingly. “Yeah, sure you did, Joe. Even while you were parading Miss Big Boobs around on your tuxedoed arm for a night out? Did you think I had forgotten that one?”

Miss Big Boobs. Fake boobs maybe, not that he had checked. The woman in question, Carolyn Delorents, had been the daughter of a suspected drug kingpin. He had been on assignment. Nothing more. An assignment he hadn’t told Maggie about.

“I haven’t forgotten,” he growled. “And you would never listen to explanations.”

“Explanations come before you spend the night with another woman hanging off you, not after,” she pointed out sarcastically. “And I didn’t want explanations. The fact that you did it, without telling me, was enough.”

“We weren’t married …”

“I was falling in love with you,” she cried out. “You knew it. You knew it, and rather than telling me I was wasting my time you let me find it out at an event I was covering for the paper. You didn’t tell me anything.”

“I didn’t know you would be there.”

“Which only makes it worse.” She swiped her fingers beneath her eyes before blinking back her tears. “I’ve paid enough for our affair, Joe.”

She turned, stalking from the room before he could stop her. Following her, he caught the bedroom door before she could slam it closed and moved slowly into the room.

“Explain that comment.” Suspicion uncurled in his stomach. He had tried to convince himself that Grant had been good to her, that he had loved her. Through the past two years he had never imagined she had been anything but worshipped.

“He married me because he was convinced you cared about me.” Her eyes flashed with pain and anger. “Three months after our marriage I left him, Joe.” Mockery twisted her features. “Only to be forced back. He blackmailed me with a mistake my father made when first starting the newspaper. He wasn’t about to let me leave, to lose the one thing he had to torment you with.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” He forced back his anger, his disbelief.

“Blackmail, Joe. You understand the concept, right?”

“I understand the concept.” He held on to his control by a thread.

She wasn’t lying. He knew Maggie. In that moment he realized that he knew her better than he had ever known anyone in his life. And he couldn’t make himself believe that she was lying.

“He left me alone for the most part, as long as I played the role.” She sniffed back her tears as she sat slowly on the edge of the bed. “We had separate bedrooms. He never tried to touch me. He got off on hurting you. He hated you.” She shook her head, confusion filling her voice. “I never understood that.”

Joe met her gaze as she lifted her eyes to his, watching him with such perplexed anger that it caused his chest to clench.

“Did he ever say why?” He had never really known Grant—Joe realized that now—but a lifetime of believing in the friendship he thought they had was hard to put behind him. He had trusted Grant above anyone else in the world, even his family. Grant had been the brother Joe had never had. At least, he had thought he was. Separating himself from those memories sometimes felt as though he were separating a part of his soul from his body.

“Oh, he had plenty of reasons.” Weariness washed over her expression. “The promotion you got and he didn’t. Something about bullies in school. But I think most of it came down to the fact that your family was stinking rich, according to him. That bothered him most of all.”

And Joe had never known. That was the hardest part for him. He had never suspected that Grant had hated him so thoroughly.

“I loved him like a brother.” And he had, since they were boys. “That’s why I didn’t stand between you when I learned who he was dating, then marrying. It’s the reason I left it alone, Maggie. I thought you deserved someone to love you, and I thought he loved you.”

She stared back at him for long moments, remnants of anger glittering in her dark green eyes.

“Such sacrifice,” she snorted, the sound causing him to clench his teeth against the frustration eating at him. “You should apply for sainthood, Joe.”

She rose to her feet once again, moving slowly around the bedroom before stopping on the far side and turning back to face him.

“What did you think I was going to do now? Fall back into your arms as though the past two and a half years never happened?”

“I could have handled it.” He shrugged tensely. “I never forgot, Maggie—”

“Then forget now.”

Joe read the wariness in her eyes.

“Have you forgotten, Maggie?” He moved toward her slowly, dying to touch her, to taste her one more time. “Did you forget how hot I could make you? How hot and wet you got for me, baby?”

He didn’t touch her as he moved to her; he stared into her eyes, feeling the needs rising inside him as fiercely as they reflected in her eyes.

“This isn’t going to get us anywhere,” she whispered, her hands clenching the material at the front of her shirt. “I won’t let you do this to me again.”

“That’s what I swore about you a week ago,” he admitted. “That I wouldn’t get so hard for you that the only thing that mattered was getting you beneath me, burying my cock so deep inside you I didn’t know where you ended and where I began. That I wouldn’t ache for you, that I wouldn’t need to hear that soft little cry you make when you come for me.”

“That you wouldn’t use what I felt for you to try to trap me?” she suggested mockingly, causing him to grit his teeth in frustration.

“I wouldn’t use the sex against you, Maggie.” Would he? He was telling himself he wouldn’t, but he knew he would push her. She had to know where that information was, if only subconsciously.

“You would use any weapon against me that you could find,” she threw back at him as she edged away.

Joe followed.

“You were married to him for two years,” he said softly. “You may have hated every minute of it, but you were there, in that house with him. There had to have been something he said, something he did …”

“And you think I haven’t thought of that?” she spat out. “That’s all I’ve thought of, Joe. Because if I could give you that damned information you want so bad, then I’d be free. Of you, of Fuentes, and of Grant. Trust me, no one wants you to have that information more than I do.”

“You want to leave me that bad, Maggie?” He moved behind her, leaning in close, careful not to touch. “I remember a time when you found excuses to stay in my bed, to remain at my place.”

“And I remember a time when you found excuses to escape,” she reminded him, stepping away again, but not before he saw the little tremor of response that washed over her. “You didn’t want what I had to offer before, Joe, and now, whatever you’re offering, I’m passing on.”

He watched her move across the bedroom and enter the bathroom. Unhurried, her slender body shifting beneath the loose clothes she had worn to sleep in. Her head was lifted, her shoulders straight, and the pride that reflected in her stance caused a grin to edge at his lips.

He wondered if she knew she moved against him in that big bed each night. More often than not, her head ended up on his shoulder, a shapely leg thrown over his, and her hand lying directly over his heart. Just as she had lain when she had shared his bed so long ago.

And each night his control withered further away as his cock became more demanding. She could argue until she was blue in the face, and sometimes she could, but he knew what he felt each night. Hard nipples pressing against his side through her T-shirt. Her hands touching him tentatively, as though he were a dream.

He was a fool to let her go the first time, and he could be playing a bigger fool now. Only time would tell. And that was why he’d brought her here, he reminded himself. If she were lying, he would find out. If she were telling the truth … then he would protect her with everything he had. If she were telling the truth, then he would never let her out of his life again. She would be his. One way or the other.
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Men sucked. They were the root of every problem any woman could ever have. They were the reason for bras, the need for makeup, hair stylists, shaving legs, and high heels that made the arch feel like it had a steel rod slammed up it. They were picky, arrogant, argumentative, and so damned certain of themselves it made her grind her teeth in fury.

And Joe was the worst. He always had been. He didn’t argue, debate, or consider anything; it was his way, however he had to make certain it came about. And once again he was working her. She could feel it.

He watched her now in a way he hadn’t all week, eyelids lowered, his expression brooding, thoughtful, calculating. His dark eyes rarely left her, and she could feel the sexual hunger thickening in the air around him. He had a look when he was aroused to the point that the sex would be hard and brutally satisfying. And he was getting that look.

“Stay away from me,” she ordered, as he moved close to her that evening, brushing against her as she stacked the dishwasher with dinner dishes.

His male grunt did little to calm her nerves. Nothing he could do, though, could calm her nerves. He wasn’t the only one aroused after a week of enforced confinement, of nights spent in the same bed with him, feeling the heat of his body.

Dressed in jeans and T-shirt, and a bra, the layers of clothing did absolutely nothing to stem the needs that only grew. She remembered nights, hours on end that he would take her, throwing her into one orgasm after another, leaving her breathless, exhausted as the sun rose beyond the windows of his apartment. He was inexhaustible. And the memory of it was killing her.

“You’ve changed,” he remarked as he stood back from her, propping himself against the counter as he watched her. “You were never so confrontational before, Maggie.”

“I was never in danger for my life before,” she reminded him, flashing him a short glare. “It does change a girl’s perspective, Joe.”

“You’re going to be fine.” A quick frown edged at his dark blond brows as he watched her. “We’ll figure out where the information is and we’ll take Fuentes down.”

“One thing you never lacked was confidence.” Maggie closed the door to the dishwasher before setting the power and flipping it on. “There has to be someplace Grant hid things. What about his other journals?” he asked her. “We only found the current one, it began six months before. Where did he keep the others?”

“I have no idea.” She shook her head as she breathed out roughly. “I spent as little time around Grant as I had to. I didn’t question him, I just wanted him to leave me alone, so I left him alone.”

“Did he mention a safe deposit box?”

“Joe, these are all questions the detective asked me at the station,” she reminded him abruptly. “If he had one, I didn’t know. I never cared about his journals, his friends, or his comings and goings. If I had suspected for a moment what he was up to, I would have paid more attention. But I didn’t.”

“Men like Grant like to brag.”

“Grant bitched, accused, and went into paranoid delusions.” She shook her head at his perception that Grant would tell her anything. “Everyone was to blame for everything that had gone wrong in his life, except him. I assumed his journals were filled with the same crap, so I never gave them a thought.”

He was silent then, but she could feel his eyes on her as she wiped down the counter and the table before pulling out the Swiffer to go over the floor.

She could feel the little tremors of response building beneath her flesh as he watched her, she could almost feel his eyes raking over her snug jeans, the press of her breasts beneath the T-shirt.

Minutes later she propped the Swiffer back in its place before turning and heading for the living room. She was aware of Joe following her, stalking her like a damned animal. As though he could sense her arousal and was debating the best way to act on it.

Let me love you, he had whispered earlier. He had no idea how those words had ripped through her heart. She had dreamed of him loving her, had believed he was beginning to until she covered that damned party she had no idea he had been invited to. Because he hadn’t told her. Hadn’t invited her. Oh no, he’d had one of his society women on his arm, decked out in silk and diamonds and platinum blonde hair.

Had he slept with her?

She couldn’t let herself think of that. Even now, two and a half years later, the thought that he would take another woman so quickly after having shared a bed with her had the power to rip her defenses to shreds.

“You can’t ignore me forever, Maggie.”

She stopped in the middle of the living room, breathing in deeply before turning to face him.

“I’m not trying to ignore you, Joe.”

His eyes were brilliant with lust, the same look that had the power to bring her to her knees during their relationship. Literally.

He tucked his hands into the pockets of his slacks and stared back at her silently, as her gaze flickered to the action. The heavy bulge between his thighs sent heat burning through her body. Her vagina ached, echoed with emptiness, as her nipples pressed hard against the material of her bra.

She swallowed tightly as she felt the need for oxygen increase.

“Did he please you in bed?”

The question took her by surprise.

“Excuse me?”

“Grant.” He frowned back at her. “Did he please you in bed? Did he make you scream and beg for more, even when you were too exhausted to take more?”

Her eyes widened at the flicker of anger in his eyes.

“That’s none of your business—”

“The hell it’s not,” he snapped. “I went crazy for two and a half years wondering if he pleased you, knowing he shared your bed …”

“Stop it, Joe. This isn’t going to get us anywhere.”

“I’ll know.” He kept his voice low, even, a sure indication that he wasn’t going to let the subject go.

“No, you won’t.” She lifted her chin as she stared back at him, her fists clenched at her side as she fought to maintain her control. “Because I’m not answering you.”

Shame filled her at the thought of revealing the truth. She had known on her wedding night that the mistake she had made in her marriage was more severe than she had expected. Grant’s lust had sickened her, his spoken perversions filling her with disgust and fear.

“His journal was pretty in-depth concerning your sex life,” he informed her then. “He was quite descriptive.”

Maggie felt herself pale. “We weren’t having sex then. I hadn’t shared his bed since the first months of our marriage, I told you that.”

“Why?” He moved closer, stalking her like a predator.

“That’s none of your business, Joe. Let it go.” She watched him closely, wary, uncertain as to how he would react.

“You’re a very passionate woman, Maggie. I can’t imagine you denying yourself, or cheating on your husband to attain satisfaction.”

“I like sex, so automatically I had to be fucking someone?” she snapped out furiously. God save her from hardheaded men.

“That wasn’t what I said.”

“Yes, Joe, that was what you were saying.” She waved her hand back at him in a gesture of frustration. “What did you do for the last two and a half years? We both know you weren’t a virgin when you came to my bed. How many women have you had since me?”

“No one.”

The answer had her flailing for a response; instead, she could only stare back at him in shock.

She stared back at him silently as he came closer, his expression dark, intent as he watched her.

“You tormented me, Maggie.”

She shook her head desperately. “Don’t play with me like this, Joe. Please.” She was willing to beg. She had left him, believing he didn’t hold her heart. Now, two and a half years later, she admitted the truth she hadn’t wanted to face then. She had loved him then, and that love had never died.

“I’m not playing with you, Maggie.” His hand covered her cheek as she lost her breath. The sound of her tremulous gasp would have been humiliating if his touch weren’t so warm, so needed. “I’m trying to save us both this time.”

She was panting for air, certain her shaky knees would give out before she found the strength to move away from him.

“Do you remember what it was like?” he asked her gently.

Maggie stared back at him, dazed, uncertain, as his lips lowered to breathe a kiss against hers.

“All night long,” he whispered over her lips. “I would fall asleep, still buried in your body, still hungry for you. Do you remember that?”

“I remember seeing you with another woman.” She forced the words past her lips. “I remember you staring at me across the room, your expression as cold as ice. That’s what I remember, Joe.”

His jaw clenched. “You can forget that.”

“No, I can’t forget that.” She pushed away from him slowly, fighting back the regret as she did so.

“I didn’t sleep with her, Maggie.”

The tension tightening his body had her stepping back further. She could feel the certainty that he was at the edge of his control. Once he slipped past the veneer of civility, denying him wouldn’t be an option. The hunger in him called to her too fiercely, pulled at her too desperately. When Joe began coming after her in earnest, she would be lost, and she knew it.

“It doesn’t matter that you didn’t sleep with her,” she told him softly as she moved to the couch. There was no way in hell she was heading to the bedroom. “It’s not about the woman, Joe, it’s the fact that you did it. You weren’t as invested in me as I was in you, otherwise, you would have told me about the party. You would have told me about your date.”

She curled into the corner of the overstuffed couch, drawing her legs up until they bent to her side and gave her a measure of protection against the throbbing heat between her thighs.

He hadn’t moved from where he stood, other than to turn and follow her progress across the room with his eyes. She knew what he was doing, what he had been doing all day. Trying to push her buttons. From the first words out of his mouth that morning, when he accused her of pouting, to now, he was trying to work her, to get what he wanted without giving any of himself in return.

That wasn’t enough for her now. She wanted as much in return as she had to give, or she wanted nothing at all. And giving all of himself wasn’t something she thought Joe would do easily. He faced her, his jaw flexing with tension, his brown eyes raging with frustration and arousal.

“Why didn’t you tell me, Joe?” She tilted her head when he said nothing. “What would you have done if you’d seen me on another man’s arm that night?”

“I would have torn him apart,” he snapped.

“Your date left with all her hair and teeth intact,” she pointed out gently.

“And you never came back,” he growled. “You wouldn’t answer my calls. By God, you didn’t want to hear explanations.”

“No, I didn’t,” she admitted sadly. “The explanation should have come before the reality of it kicked me in the gut, Joe. I watched you that night, pretending you didn’t know me, that I was nothing, as you danced with another woman… .”

“I never took my eyes off you.”

“Or your hand off her,” she reminded him.

“It was a fucking case, Maggie,” he snapped, a grimace contorting his face. “Do you think I wouldn’t have told you if I thought you would be there? After I saw you it was too late; I couldn’t jeopardize the case.”

“I cover the society page, Joe,” she yelled back, infuriated with his logic. “You should have known I would be there. You should have warned me.”

“How?” He pushed his fingers restlessly through his long hair. “What the hell was I supposed to do, Maggie? I was in the middle of an operation, I couldn’t just tell you what the hell was going on.”

“You could have warned me you had a job to do. That’s all I needed.” She jumped to her feet, anger surging through her. “I knew you worked for the DEA, Joe. I wasn’t stupid or incompetent. I wouldn’t have asked questions, but I would have been warned. Why the hell do you think you walked out of that party with all appendages intact that night? I didn’t strike out just in case you were working, rather than trying to fuck Miss Big Boobs hanging on your arm.”

“Then why are you still so pissed?” He was genuinely confused. “Why did you avoid me, Maggie? We could have worked this out.”

“Because you didn’t warn me, Joe,” she reminded him with false patience. “Because you expected more from me than you were willing to give, and every damned message you left on my phone proved it.”

“What?” He frowned back at her in confusion. “I asked you to call me.”

“You demanded I call you. You informed me, more than once, that I was being silly, childish, petulant,” she sneered. “No, Joe, I wasn’t. I expected no more from you than you would have from me, and you weren’t willing to give it. You would never have tolerated seeing me with another man; why did I have to endure seeing you with another woman? No warning. No explanation. No nothing.”

He was silent, staring back at her with narrowed eyes and stubborn features. His arrogance was one of the things she used to admire, that complete male self-confidence that drove her crazy and turned her on all at the same time.

“I didn’t expect that from you,” he ground out. “I would have explained.”

“The explanation was too late.” She tossed her hair back before smiling tightly into the growing anger in his dark eyes. “I’m not arguing this with you any longer, Joe. My relationship or lack thereof with Grant is none of your business. Just as your job and what it requires of you is none of mine. You’re here to do a job. To protect me, and to find out if I know where Grant hid your precious proof. Stick to the job. You’re good at that.”

With that, she stalked from the living room into the bedroom and slammed the door behind her. She really prayed he took the hint and left her alone. The hurt and anger she had buried when she had left Joe was rising inside her now. The lack of outlet over the years, and her determination to hide from her feelings for him, had kept her safe from the repercussions. Now the pain was flowing through her, the remembered shock and heartache when she realized how little she had meant to him, slammed into her now with a force she hadn’t expected.

She deserved the same love she was willing to give, and her marriage to Grant had taught her that she wasn’t willing to settle for less. Especially not from Joe.
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The bedside clock read two in the morning before Joe heard the deep, even breathing that indicated Maggie had slipped off into sleep. Within minutes, as she had every other night, she rolled from the edge of the bed to the middle, and her slender body tucked in against his.

He gritted his teeth against the arousal pounding between his thighs, and knew Craig wasn’t going to be happy to be pulling the extra hours of watch that he would be stuck with in the morning.

Maggie was unaware that Craig was watching the outside of the cabin. The other man slept through the day, then took up watch at midnight until Joe moved onto the porch each morning to indicate he was awake and on the job. Joe was getting up later every morning, though. Sleep was becoming harder with each successive night.

As Maggie shifted against him demandingly, he lifted his arm, allowing her to settle against his chest before he let himself hold her close. She felt right in his arms, but hell, she always had.

How many times had she slept against him like this? How many times had he awakened in the middle of the night, just to listen to her breathe, to feel the softness of her hair as he held her close?

He stared up at the ceiling, his lips compressing as he remembered the accusations she had thrown at him earlier that evening. Had he really expected more from her than he was willing to give?

Maybe he had. He had been so busy assuring himself that what they had was just an affair, that the volatile little redhead wasn’t getting beneath his skin, that he had missed the fact that she was firmly entrenched in his heart.

That was why he had jerked her out of the interrogation room when she had been brought in for questioning. That was why he couldn’t accept that she had been part of Grant’s criminal activities, despite the proof—pictures of Maggie handing Diego and Santiago Fuentes several envelopes at an upper-class restaurant, pictures of her greeting them at the door of their home, and exchanging small talk at several parties she had attended for the paper.

She had told Detective Folker she was unaware of what the envelopes contained. That she had run the errand for Grant simply because it was easier than fighting over it, and she had been going into that part of the city anyway.

The journal Grant kept had held pages and pages of accusations against Maggie. Implying that he had begun betraying the agency and his friends because of her spending habits, because of her determination to always have more.

But Maggie hadn’t dressed any differently than she had before her marriage to Grant. There were no expensive clothes, no fancy jewels, and she had never driven the new car Grant had bought her. So where was the money Fuentes had given him?

He buried his fingers in Maggie’s hair as he tried to work through the questions. After a week with her, his suspicion that she might have been involved was dissolving beneath his hunger for her and the knowledge that if money had been what Maggie was after, then she would have never cut him out of her life as she had.

He had money. A DEA agent’s pay sucked, but his family was one of the most influential in Georgia, and his trust fund would see any children he had into old age if they were careful. Not to mention what his parents would one day leave him. If Maggie had been after money, then she had missed a much easier opportunity than marrying Grant and becoming involved with the Fuentes family.

Instead of trying to snag him for marriage or money, Maggie had left him. Not that Joe claimed anything as his own. Money was accessible if he needed it. But his parents’ money wasn’t his own, and he refused to touch it. Still, that wasn’t the reason she had been so furious. She hadn’t forgiven him for not warning her before she saw the daughter of the man they were investigating on his arm.

He had been there to get information. He had gotten the information, but he had lost the girl. His girl. Was he willing to lose her again?

A soft moan slipped past her lips as she moved against him again, her lips pressing the bare flesh of his chest. Joe clenched his teeth against the heated pleasure of her soft little tongue stroking over the flat, hard disk of his male nipple.

Could he survive another night of her in his arms without touching her? God, it was getting hard. She was like a little kitten, pressing to get closer, her fingers curling against his abdomen, her nails raking his flesh and sending a flash of clenching sensation to seize his balls. Sweat popped out on his forehead, along his chest and thighs, and his cock tightened further.

His erection was so damned hard, so sensitive he bit back a tortured groan as the crest flexed against the material of his sweatpants. And there was no relief. He sure as hell wasn’t going to try jacking off with her in the bed with him, and doing it any other time was out of the question. Besides, the hollow release gained from the act wasn’t what he needed. He needed Maggie, her sweet, tight pussy enveloping him, burning him as he possessed her.

“Joe.” His name whispered past her lips, that sleepy little plea he remembered from the past, the throb of hunger in her voice that had once had him turning to her, slipping easily inside her as he awakened her fully to his touch.

Instead, he now lay still, tortured, tormented as her silken hand moved over his stomach, caressing, raking her short nails over his flesh and sending agonizing bursts of pleasure through his cock.

He breathed in slow and deep as her teeth raked over his nipple, a murmur of feminine pleasure vibrating from her throat as her hand moved lower.

Joe lifted his arm, his free hand gripping a slat in the headboard behind his head as he fought for control as anticipation began to spiral inside him. He knew her like this. Drowsy, when she would awaken in the middle night, hungry for him, all kittenish and relaxed. And he wasn’t about to fuck this up. No way in hell. In those brief minutes between sleep and awake, Maggie had the most amazing habit of forgetting if she was pissed off with him. If she didn’t remember it right now, he wasn’t reminding her. Uh-uh. Was not going to happen.

“Maggie.” He couldn’t stem the hoarse groan that left his throat as her fingers played with the elastic band of the sweats.

He could feel his mouth drying out as anticipation began to build, his erection flexing in need as her fingers began to move beneath the band.

“Hmm,” she murmured against his chest, her teeth sinking against his flesh in a sensual, warning little bite, as he parted his thighs and let her have her way.

Hell no, he wasn’t reminding her of nothin’. If he did, then she was likely to turn away, to be embarrassed, angry. Whichever, it meant she would stop touching him, that the blazing heat of her hand wouldn’t …

Son of a bitch!

His hips jerked violently as she moved again. Slender fingers tried to encircle the raging shaft as she shifted against him again, her lips moving lower on his chest.

Oh hell, he knew what was coming. He remembered this well, and if she came to her senses while his dick was in her mouth then she was likely to get violent.

But it wasn’t like he was encouraging her, he assured himself as he lifted his other hand to the headboard, determined not to guide her head lower. Hell no. He wasn’t going to stop her. She was a grown woman. If she wasn’t going to remember she was pissed, then he was not reminding her. Wasn’t going to happen.

He fought to breathe as he stared in dazed pleasure at the ceiling above the bed, nearly panting in lust as her fingers pushed his sweatpants down, struggling to guide the material over the erection.

“Good,” she mumbled with a soft smile against his flesh, as the cloth finally slid beneath the thick, iron-hard flesh rising eagerly to her touch.

Her fingers wrapped around him again, stroking slowly from his balls to his crest, as his hips arched involuntarily to her caress. Her fingers were like living silk as they rasped over the sensitive flesh. Her lips and tongue were hungry, heated as they moved below his chest, kissing, licking, taking sensual little nips from his flesh.

It always amazed him in the past when she would do this. That her need could so overtake her in those moments when she awoke that nothing mattered to her but being with him. Touching him. Tasting him. Destroying him with her hunger.

She was destroying him now. He ground his head into the pillow, bit back a violent growl that she hurry, and fought to enjoy as much as possible before she remembered she was supposed to be mad at him.

Two and a half years. He hadn’t had a woman since the last night Maggie had spent in his bed. And God, he had missed her. This was why no other woman had shared his passion, because he knew no other could compare to what he was finding at this moment.

Knowing he was making an even bigger mistake, he moved his gaze from the ceiling, looking down the line of his body, as the dim light that burned past the partially closed bathroom door fell on Maggie’s head as he watched her move lower. Lower.

“Sweet heaven. Maggie, baby,” he panted.

He couldn’t take much more. He was shaking; sweat pouring from his body as she moved to his abdomen, her tongue painting a path of fiery need across his flesh.

Closer. Ah, God, her tongue was so close. It was torture, the worst sort of agonizing pleasure, to have her silken tongue so close and yet so far away from his engorged erection.

Her fingers stroked his burning cock as her tongue came within inches, inches. He was shaking with anticipation, sweat building on his body and running in small rivulets down his chest as he fought to hold on to his control.

“Maggie. God, baby. Tell me you’re awake.” His hands clenched on the slats and he blinked back the sweat dripping to his eyes as he told himself to stop her. To put an end to the sweet torment before she took a bite out of him that he might not recover from. Maggie could be amazingly fiery, both in passion and in her fury.

He could move his hands. He could grip her head and force her to stop. But he was terrified that if he let go of the death grip he had on the bed, that rather than waking her as he pulled her from him, he would awaken her as he filled her mouth instead.

“God. Damn, Maggie.” His ragged cry filled the darkness as her tongue swiped over the head of his cock. The hardened flesh flexed then spurted a hard stream of pre-come to her waiting lips.

Shit. That wasn’t supposed to happen.

But her murmur of appreciation was followed by burning ecstasy. Her mouth enveloped the thick head, her tongue swirling around it, probing at the small eye as she greedily consumed him. Arching to her as another curse tore past his lips, he thrust deeper, feeling her lips tighten on him, her tongue lashing at him.

Ah God. He had to stop this. Didn’t he?

How? How the hell was he supposed to find the strength to make her stop?

“Maggie, baby … please …,” he groaned harshly as she began to suck him with slow, tight strokes of her mouth.

Nearly to her throat, only to retreat, her tongue laving with quick little licks before sinking down again, her lips meeting her fingers as she stroked the lower portion of his shaft.

She was going to destroy him. Tonight, she would steal his soul and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it. Once he spilled into her mouth there would be no returning to sanity. There never had been. Like an animal, reality receded and nothing mattered but spreading her thighs and fucking them both into exhaustion.

“God yes.” He blinked again against the moisture stinging his eyes as his hips moved to her suckling mouth. Thrusting in and out, his scrotum tightening until pleasure was near pain and the need to come was torture.

“There you go, sweetheart,” he panted. “Hell yes. Suck it, baby. Suck it so deep and good. Your mouth is heaven, Maggie. Paradise.”

He strained in her grip, desperate to reach deeper, to thrust harder. He fought the need to climax, his head thrashing on the pillow as he fought it with every ounce of control he could hang on to.

She was unaware of what she was doing. Surely she was. She had gone to bed furious with him, hadn’t she?

Then she moved again, sliding between his thighs, one hand cupping the tight sack beneath his cock as she took him deeper, moaned, and her eyes opened in drowsy sensuality.

There was no shock. Green eyes stared back at him with drugged lust as her entire mouth caressed him, flexed around him, and he was lost. She knew what the hell she was doing. Just as she always had.

A hard growl tore from his lips as he drove hard against her grip and lost the last threads of control. He felt his semen exploding into her mouth, her lips moving as she consumed him, accepting his release as her hands stroked, caressed. Her tongue milked at the underside of his cock, urging more of the creamy release to her mouth as she moaned in rising hunger.

“I tried.” His hands tore from the slats of the headboard. “God help us both, Maggie, I tried …”
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She was so weak. Maggie cursed her weakness even as she let Joe bear her to her back on the bed. He was her weakness. His lips on hers, the sharp, fierce kisses that left her drugged as his hands pulled at her shirt. He lifted only enough to drag the material over her head and toss it aside before he was back.

Cool air rippled over the tender, aching tips of her breasts only a second before Joe’s heat enveloped her once again. He had that power, the power to warm her, to fuel a fire inside her so hot, so desperate that nothing mattered but his touch.

Maggie opened to him, her hands clutching at his back as the rasp of his chest hair stimulated her sensitive nipples and stole her breath with the pleasure. So good. It had been so long. Too long without him, without his touch. She had sworn she wouldn’t let this happen, but her own dreams and hunger had stolen her will.

She had dreamed of him every night that they had been apart. Aching dreams. Dreams of anger or of lust. Dreams of reunion or of parting. It didn’t matter which, she looked forward to each one, to touching him, to seeing him, if only in those dreams.

But this hadn’t been a dream. When she slowly awake, forgetting for a few brief moments where they were, and the trouble she was in, Maggie had touched him. Her hand sliding over his abdomen. Her body heating with need. Just as quickly reality had tried to intrude. But Joe was there, tense but quiet beneath her touch, letting her lead.

He had never done that before. Never had he lain back and allowed her to set the pace of any part of their lovemaking.

Having that control had broken her resolve. That and her own hunger. God, such hunger for him. She couldn’t bear the longing whipping through her, the emotions tearing into her heart, filling her soul.

As she moved between his thighs she had expected him to dominate the act, to move her head as he wanted it, to hold her to him as he took over the pace. Instead, his ragged voice had encouraged her as he arched to her. His hands had gripped the headboard, his body tight, tortured with need.

And now she arched to him. As his lips moved from hers, to her neck, then her breasts, his hands pushed at the pajama bottoms she wore.

Heat built around them until Maggie felt perspiration coat her flesh. Reaching for him, a whimper left her lips as he caught her hands and stretched her arms above her head.

“Hold on,” he growled. “It’s my turn now.”

Her fingers latched onto the slats behind her as she watched him with dazed fascination. The expression on his face was one she had never seen, not at any time before. Savagery tightened it as hunger lent a dark cast that sent a shiver racing down her spine. He wanted her, wanted her with a depth and a strength she had never seen in him before.

His head lowered over a breast again, his lips poised just above the hard point rising eagerly toward him. His gaze lifted, meeting hers in the dim light of the room as his tongue extended to lick over the stiff peak, demanding that she watch. That she see the naked lust and pleasure tearing through him, as it tore through her. Sensation whipped through her, jerking her body violently upwards as a cry left her lips.

“Joe. Don’t tease me. It’s been too long.”

Years too long. An aching, sorrow-filled lifetime since she had known his touch.

“I know how long it’s been.” His voice was raspy, deep. “Every day, every hour, I counted with my need for you, Maggie. I’m a very hungry man now. Let me relish what little time my control will allow me here.”

He turned his head, rubbing his rough cheek against the sensitive flesh of her swollen breast. Maggie bit her lip as she panted for air and shuddered beneath the caress.

“I love your breasts.” His hands framed the hardened mounds, his thumbs raking over her nipples as the hard bursts of pleasure had her whimpering in rising anticipation. “Such pretty, flushed nipples.” He lowered his head, his lips covering the hard tips, his tongue flickering over them with rapid, hot strokes. “So sensitive and easy to please. I love pleasing your nipples, Maggie.”

Maggie’s hands tightened on the headboard, as her gaze dimmed and pleasure rocked through her. It was so good, the slow worshipping of her breasts. She remembered that well, how he loved making her nipples hard, then driving her crazy as he made them more sensitive by the second.

Which was pretty much what he was doing now. Laving each with his tongue, raking them with his teeth, only to come back to suck at them firmly, one by one, until she swore she was going to climax from the intense pleasure of that alone.

“Beautiful.” He breathed the word from one nipple to the other before giving each a parting kiss and moving lower.

As he touched her, Maggie could feel her heart melting, her soul reaching out to him. There was a difference in his touch, it was gentler, almost reverent. As though the time spent apart had hurt him as much as it had hurt her. Was she being fanciful? Probably. But God, she loved him. She always had. And for just this one night she would let her heart have its way and convince her that he loved her as well. Just a little bit. Just enough to sustain the dreams she had kept hidden, even from herself.

“Joe …” The pleasure grew, wrapping around her until she knew she wasn’t going to be able to bear much more. The agonizing arousal tearing through her clenched her womb, throbbed in her vagina. She was desperate for release, for his possession.

“I have to taste you again, Maggie,” he whispered, his voice whisky-rough as his hands moved to push the pajama bottoms further down her thighs and over her knees.

With an impatient kick, Maggie discarded the bottoms. Arching her back, she lifted closer to the tormenting lips moving along her torso, then her abdomen. With hot licks and slow kisses, Joe had her stretched on a rack of lust nearly too intense to bear. The pleasure was burning through her nervous system, creating a vortex of need, hunger, and intense blinding arousal so deep it became the very center of her existence.

She needed more.

As he lifted himself between her thighs, his hands parting her legs and lifting them until her knees bent, Maggie could only watch in rising anticipation. Breathing was nearly impossible as she waited for that first touch, that first blinding, intimate kiss.

“I dreamed of this, Maggie.” He moved his hand until the backs of his fingers were feathering over the short curls that shielded her sex. “Touching you, tasting you again. Did you dream of me, baby?”

His thumb rasped over her clit and she jerked in pleasured response.

“You know I did.” The dreams had kept her going, had kept her hoping through two years of a marriage that had turned into hell.

She wasn’t in the mood for games now, though. She needed to orgasm, needed that sharp brutal edge of lust to dissipate as it only did after Joe brought her to climax.

“Hmm, were your dreams this good?”

His head bent, his tongue swiping quickly through the drenched slit of her sex, as her hips arched violently and a cry tore from her lips. Electrical impulses of lava-hot sensation tore through her body, leaving her hovering on the edge of climax as Joe retreated.

“Don’t stop.” Her head thrashed on the pillow. “Joe, don’t stop.”

“I don’t want to rush it.” His voice was strained, his breath hot against the damp flesh between her thighs as he blew against the sodden curls.

His tongue licked over her, teasing the swollen bud of her clit before going lower. With wicked, knowing licks, he outlined the sensitive entrance to her vagina, his tongue flickering over it as she lifted to him, only to retreat teasingly.

She would never survive his teasing. She knew how he teased, knew how long he could hold off as he made her hotter by the second. She was more desperate now than she had ever been for his touch. The teasing wasn’t going to happen, because she would never survive it.

“Rush it. You can go slow later.”

She released the slats of the headboard, and before he could catch her hands, her fingers were tangling in his hair and pulling him to her desperate flesh.

She heard a growl a second before his lips covered the aching, burning nub between the sensitive folds of her pussy. Sucking it into his mouth, his tongue licked with a driving rhythm, as a thick male finger worked deep inside the pulsing depths of her vagina.

Oh yeah, that was what she needed.

Pleasure exploded inside her, brilliant shards of white-hot lightning sizzled over her nerve endings, burned through her flesh. Her clitoris swelled beneath the assault, her body tightened, and seconds later the orgasm that tore through her flung her into ecstasy.

She was unaware of the tight grip she had on his hair, or his grip as he forced her fingers free. All she knew was the rapture flying through her, and the feel of him kneeling between her thighs seconds later.

Opening her eyes, she arched her hips to him as he rolled a condom quickly over the straining cock rising between his thighs.

He was powerful, all sleek flesh and rippling muscles. His chest was heaving with the effort to breathe as he secured the protection, then moved into position between her thighs.

“How do you want it?” His voice was strained. “Fast and hard, or hard and fast?”

The limited choice would have amused her, if she weren’t so damned desperate for the coming penetration.

“How about hard and fast?” she moaned. “God, I don’t care, just do it, Joe. Now …”

She screamed at the penetration. It was hard. Fast. In three strokes he had buried himself to the depths of her needy pussy. Coming over her, his arms tucked beneath her shoulders, his elbows holding the majority of his weight from her as he began to move.

“Hell, yes. Take me, baby. Take all of me.” The harsh demand, voiced in a tone desperate with pleasure, had her breath lodging in her chest.

All of him. She needed all of him. His body, his heart.

“Joe. Oh God. Joe.” Her fingers clenched on his shoulders as her legs lifted, wrapping around his pounding hips and locking in the small of his back as he drove her to insanity with the pleasure burning through her.

“There, baby,” he crooned, as his head lowered to her neck. “So sweet and tight.” His voice was guttural, throbbing with lust. “I could fuck you forever, Maggie. Never stop. I never want to stop.”

The fierce rhythm was too much to contain. Nerve endings untouched in more than two years rioted with the intensity of the sensations stroking over them. Explosions of nearing orgasm began to ripple through the tender tissue, as Joe groaned roughly at the further tightening around his plunging erection.

He liked that, she remembered. The way she tightened around him before climax, the feel of her racing toward completion.

“Come for me, Maggie.” He nipped her ear erotically. “Come for me, baby, let me feel you milk me. Now, baby. Now.”

He moved faster, impossibly deeper. Maggie felt the sensations splinter inside her as a stronger, harder orgasm gripped her. She couldn’t scream, there was no breath to scream, no strength to fight the rolling explosions tearing through her as Joe’s male cry filtered through her mind.

He tensed above her, driving deep in one last plunging thrust before she felt the convulsive throb of his cock inside her, felt him spilling himself into the condom he wore.

“Maggie. God, Maggie. I missed you …”

Her heart clenched at the words, at the emotion she fooled herself into believing she heard. She loved him. She had always loved him. In that moment, Maggie knew that nothing and no one would ever replace Joe in her heart.
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“Did you really love him?”

Joe’s question wasn’t unexpected. Hours after the lust and hunger had burned itself down to a dull glow, sleep had stolen their strength. Now, awake, he held her, her back against his chest as she watched the day lighten beyond the bedroom window.

He wasn’t confrontational this time, not as he had been when he questioned her about Grant before. He was quiet, reflective. Unfortunately, it was also when he was at his most dangerous. And she was very aware of the fact that right now he had no intentions of allowing her to brush the subject away. And maybe it was time to face it, to face the truth of the mistakes she had made.

“I thought I did,” she finally answered. “I wanted to, until a few weeks after the wedding. Had he been the man I thought I married …” She paused. She didn’t want to break the fragile peace between them.

“You would have,” he answered for her.

He sounded accepting. There was no anger in his tone, he wasn’t tense. She hadn’t expected that. In the past two and a half years she had seen Joe only once, at her wedding, where he had been best man. It had been hell. The moment she whispered her vows to Grant something had shattered inside her soul.

She should have walked out then; she admitted that to herself long ago. When the vows had stuck in her throat, and the tears had flowed, not from happiness, but from sadness, sorrow, she should have turned and walked out.

But she hadn’t wanted to hurt Grant. She had cared for him deeply.

“I could have,” she amended. “If I had let myself.”

“Would you have let yourself?”

That question no longer haunted her. At first it had, in those first weeks when she had questioned herself so deeply, before Grant had shown himself for the bastard he was.

“If he had been the man I thought he was.” Admitting it to herself was the hardest part. “Then I would have loved him.” She would have lived her life loving two men, rather than just one.

“You wouldn’t have.” His answer had her jerking in his arms, turning until she could face him.

“I married him,” she pointed out, ignoring the dark look he flashed her. “I cared for him then, Joe. Deeply.”

“You cared for him, you didn’t love him.” His broad hand cupped her face, his thumb caressing over her swollen lips gently. “You would never have loved him, Maggie. Because you loved me.”

She breathed in roughly as she stared back at him, remembering the nights she had ached for him, dreamed of him. The nights she had cried for him.

“I cared for him,” she repeated. “He wasn’t the man I thought he was, so I wasn’t given the chance to love him.”

She felt him behind her, hard, erect. There was no demand in him though, at least not yet. He smoothed her hair back from her face as he watched her patiently, his gaze velvet-soft, flickering with emotion.

“Wouldn’t have mattered.” The arrogance that suddenly stamped his features moments later had anger simmering inside her. “You loved me, Maggie. You still love me. You married Grant loving another man and you know it.”

She gritted her teeth. She was not going to argue with him. Arguing with him got her nowhere.

“Stop it, Joe.”

His smile was patronizing. “You knew when you married him that you didn’t love him. You loved me. Admit it.”

“Why? So you can gloat? So you know you’ve won?”

“Oh baby, I already know I’ve won,” he growled. “I just want to make certain you know it.”

“I know you have got to be the most infuriating man I have ever met in my life,” she snapped, jerking out of his embrace as she moved from the bed. “You just can’t help yourself, can you, Joe? Being an asshole is so deeply ingrained inside you …”

“I loved you, Maggie.”

His calm, quiet announcement shut her up. She stared back at him in surprise, her eyes wide, the elation she would have once felt overshadowed by more than two years of pain.

“You loved me?”

Maggie watched as Joe flicked the blankets back and moved to the opposite side of the bed. The muscles in his back and lean buttocks flexed as he rose to his feet before turning back to her.

He was aroused. The hard length of his erection jutted forward demandingly. Muscular, hard, and proud, the sheer power in his body had always commanded her attention.

“You seem surprised,” he grunted. “I haven’t had a woman since you left my bed. Do you think it was from choice?”

Of course it wouldn’t be. Joe was highly sexed, a creature of lust when it came to his pleasure. That didn’t mean it was love. Did it? Or could it?

“I think I’m very much afraid you’re playing one hell of a game with me,” she admitted the possibility to herself. “You terrify me, Joe, simply because you hold the power to destroy me in the palms of your hands. And if you’ve already judged me guilty, you wouldn’t hesitate to use whatever weapons you could come by. Even lying.”

His eyes narrowed on her; the distance of the bed between them suddenly seemed much farther and much more difficult to cross than it had been even days before.

“You’re right,” he finally answered. “If I thought you were lying, if I thought you were involved, nothing would save you, Maggie. But I haven’t lied to you. I don’t believe you were involved.”

“You’ve just suddenly found all this love for me that wasn’t there two and a half years ago?” She jerked her long shirt from the floor and pulled it on with shaking hands.

“It was always there, Maggie.” He didn’t bother to pull his sweatpants on, he just stood facing her, aroused and proud and so damned confident she wanted to throw something at him.

Her smile was mocking as she shook her head slowly. “I don’t believe you, Joe.”

A frown jerked between his brows. “Oh, really?”

The dangerous undertone of his voice wasn’t exactly a comfortable sound.

“Really.” Maggie ignored the nerves building in the pit of her stomach as she faced him.

She had never truly challenged Joe, not in anything he said or the parameters of their relationship. Confrontations weren’t her first choice in solving anything, but as she stared back at him she realized that this particular confrontation had been coming since he had taken her from the police station.

“You don’t want to do this right now, Maggie,” he warned her quietly. The velvet softness of his voice was a sure sign that his temper was rousing.

“I don’t want to push you, period, Joe.” She turned from him, bending to pick up her pajama bottoms before putting them on. “It’s not worth the heartache you can deliver. But I stopped believing in fairy tales two and a half years ago.” She turned back to him, fighting the need to believe him even as she doubted him. “Especially yours.”

She didn’t expect his sudden response. Joe always handled himself calmly. Coolly. He never lost control. Until that moment.

The change came over his expression so suddenly that Maggie had no chance to react. From one second to the next the easygoing facade was stripped. His dark eyes narrowed, the flesh along his cheekbones tightened, and he had vaulted onto the bed, crossing it in one step before he was in front of her.

Turning to run wasn’t really an option, but she tried anyway. With a squeak of alarm she turned and tried to jump for the safety of the bathroom, only to feel the manacle of his heavily muscled arm wrap around her waist as he pushed her against the wall.

“You stopped believing in my fucking fairy tales?” His voice was a hoarse snarl at her ear as she felt her heart rate increase, the blood suddenly thundering erratically through her veins. Not from fear. There was no fear as his hands literally ripped the T-shirt from her body and flung the scraps aside, all the while holding her in place as she struggled against him.

“Are you crazy?” she yelled out, more from shock than any other emotion. Where the hell had this Joe come from? She could feel the anger, the lust, and more. Some added edge to his touch that had her heart leaping in hope.

His hands were gentle despite their commanding strength, his body controlling her, even as it stroked against her. This was no act. She could feel it in his hands, in the sudden, dominant hunger blazing in the air around them.

“Believe in this fairy tale then, damn you,” he snarled at her ear as the straining length of his cock pressed into the crevice of her buttocks. “You want reality, by God? This is reality, Maggie. I can’t bear another woman’s touch, and knowing you slept in that bastard’s bed ate into my guts like fucking acid. My best goddamned friend, and all I wanted to do was slip into his bed and fuck his wife until she screamed my name and begged me for more. Is that enough reality for you?”

She was panting for him, in the space of seconds just as aroused, just as hungry for him as he obviously was for her. She could feel the pulsing, driving lust in the engorged length of his throbbing erection as he moved back, then spread her thighs further apart.

“You make me fucking crazy.”

One hard, desperate thrust filled her with his flesh, took her to her tiptoes and had her crying out his name.

“Joe, please …”

“Yes,” he snapped, his voice thick with lust. “Joe. It’s Joe, Maggie. It’s Joe fucking you and it’s Joe that’s going to make you come. Come for me, baby. Oh God … Maggie.”

He stilled as she felt him inside her, bare, the latex barrier he normally wore no longer there.

“Shit. Oh hell, Maggie, you feel so fucking good.”

He was lost. Joe knew he was lost and there wasn’t a damned thing he could do about it. The bitterness and pain in her voice and her expression as she doubted the emotions that had tortured him for so long, had broken his control. Control he had built for his own sanity, control he had sworn he would never lose with Maggie.

But there he was, his dick buried full length inside her, as bare as hell, throbbing with the need to spurt his semen inside her. No condom. Some primal instinct inside him screamed out the denial as he clenched his teeth and fought to pull back, only to return in a thrust that ripped the breath from his body.

“Oh fuck, it’s so good,” he whispered at her ear as he held her hands to the wall, shifted his hips, and stroked the brutally tight tissue clasping him. “Maggie, baby. You’re so sweet and soft. So hot …”

He didn’t know how to let her go. He knew he should, he needed to. This was a risk he shouldn’t be taking, a risk he should have never allowed. But he couldn’t release her. God, he couldn’t let her go.

“Joe …” There was a sense of wonderment in her voice. The cynicism was stripped away, the doubt gone. Innocence filled her tone, the same innocence he heard the night he took her virginity.

Hell, he had been just as shocked then as he was now by the sound of it. A woman nearly twenty-six years old should not be a virgin in this day and age. But Maggie had been. She had laughingly told him she was just waiting on a man who could do more than make her tingle. One who could make her desperate. And he made her desperate.

She made him desperate.

“It’s okay, baby.” He was panting with the effort not to come, not to fill her with the raging release drawing his balls tight. “Oh God, Maggie. Tell me it’s okay. Tell me it’s okay.”

He had to move. She was so silky soft, slick, tight, gripping him and moving with him as he moved in short, hard strokes that sent radiant pleasure racing down the shaft to clench in his scrotum. He was shaking, literally, with the pleasure tightening along his cock. It was agonizing, blistering, the most sensation he had ever known in his life.

“Joe, please … harder. Please.”

Her hips were twisting against him, her internal muscles milking him. Hell, it wasn’t as though she were the first woman he had taken without a condom. There had been others. A few. But it had never been like this. She was so slick, so tight that the soft sucking sounds of their movements were killing him.

The effort not to come had him drawn on a rack of torturous pleasure. He was going to pull out, he assured himself. He was.

“Are you on … the Pill? The Pill, Maggie.” Please, God, let her be on the Pill. Let her be protected.

She shook her head, even as her pussy tightened on him. His hips slammed against her, driving him in deep, hard before he forced himself to stillness.

He couldn’t breathe for the need to come.

“Move.” He was at the point of begging. “Get away from me, Maggie. God, do it now. I can’t do it.”

He loosened his grip on her hands, but he couldn’t pull free of her. Hell, where had his control gone? Where was his good sense? If he spilled inside her, she was going to get pregnant. He knew she would. Some instinctive knowledge tightened his gut, flared in his chest.

She didn’t move away from him, she moved closer. Her hips shifted as her fingers splayed against the wall.

“Baby …” He stared at the side of her face, her cheek was pressed into the wall, her eyes opening with drowsy, sensual pleasure. “I’ll come inside you, Maggie.”

Her breath caught. He saw it, saw the flush that mounted her cheeks, felt the further tightening of her pussy as her excitement mounted.

“I’ll give you my child, Maggie. My baby. Is that what you want?” He wanted it. Oh God, he wanted it so bad. His baby growing beneath Maggie’s heart, sheltered by the woman who owned his soul.

Her doubt didn’t matter. He loved her, and he was man enough to admit he had been a fool to ever believe Maggie would have aided Grant in any way. This was his woman. She had always been his woman.

He had dreamed of her for over two years. Dreamed of her back in his life, in his arms, her body growing heavy with his baby. God, he wanted that. Wanted to tie her to him in the most elemental way, in a bond that could never be broken.

“I love you, Maggie,” he whispered again as he lowered his lips to her cheek and a fierce involuntary motion of his hips had him thrusting against her again.

It was heaven. Ecstasy. The feel of her surrounding him, clasping him so tight he could barely breathe for the pleasure.

“Joe …” Emotion thickened her voice as her fingers tightened around his. “God, please don’t hurt me again. Please, Joe …”

He saw the tear that tracked down her cheek, glimpsed the ragged fear and emotion that filled her eyes. And he knew the pain she feared, that he would let her go, that he would hide the need, the hunger, the desperation he felt for her again.

There was no hiding now. Not now, not ever. He was instinct, a male claiming his female; more animal than man, as he fought to hold to him the one person he knew he could no longer survive without.

“I’ll not let you go again, Maggie.” He was on autopilot and he knew it. Hated it. Only Maggie could do this to him, and that was why she had terrified him two and a half years before. This was why he had let her run when she had believed there was no hope for the emotion she needed from him.

“Oh God, Joe. I can’t live without you again.” She was moving against him, gripping him, writhing against him. “I’ve always loved you, Joe …”

Sanity disintegrated beneath her words. His head lowered, his lips covering the sensitive point between neck and shoulder as he began to move. Hard. Fast. Deep. He was fighting to breathe, feeling her tighten around him, hearing her cries in his ears, and finally feeling her dissolve around him.

Sweet and tight, the hot clasp of her cunt began to milk at his erection, long contractions of pleasure that had him slamming inside her, his back arching, his neck tipping back as he felt his semen pouring from him. Thick, hard jets of ecstasy spurted inside the flexing depths of her pussy as he cried out her name. He heard his own voice, guttural, unnaturally hoarse, as he tried to drive deeper inside her, to fill her womb, to tie her to him in the most fundamental, primal way possible.

She was his. Only his. And for Maggie’s sake, not to mention his own, he hoped she realized that.
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Maggie was stepping out of the shower hours later, her body pleasantly sore and aching, a delightful reminder of Joe’s loss of control and the feel of his semen spurting inside her.

As she dried, she rubbed the towel over her belly slowly, thoughtfully. She had always wanted children, had dreamed of having Joe’s children. The knowledge that life could be growing inside her now sent an exciting shiver up her spine.

She had never allowed herself to hope, or to dream, that this could actually happen. But in the hours since that first shocking display of primal domination, Joe had done nothing to regain that control. No sooner than he had spent himself inside her, he had her back in the bed, moving over her, and claiming her again. And he hadn’t stopped until morning was well on its way and a hunger for food had driven them to the kitchen.

They had showered together, though Joe had finished quickly and rushed to leave the small shower stall, swearing that if he didn’t get away from her, he was going to kill both of them taking her.

Maggie smiled at the thought as she dressed, pulling a pair of silken panties up her sore thighs before easing into her bra, and then jeans and a T-shirt.

She had a feeling that anything requiring much exertion was going off her to-do list for the day. Which meant the hike she had been thinking of talking Joe into was definitely out.

Sitting on the small stool in the corner of the bathroom, she pulled on her socks before rising and padding into the bedroom. She slid her feet into laceless sneakers before moving for the closed bedroom door and pulling it open.

Stepping through the doorway she came to a stop as first Joe, then Craig, moved from the kitchen. Both men were carrying coffee cups and had their weapons hanging on their belts. Joe had been armed for the past week she knew, but never so blatantly.

“Maggie.” He paused just inside the living room, his brown eyes watching her worriedly. “Come on in, honey. Get some coffee.”

Craig shot him a startled glance at the endearment.

“Is everything okay?” she asked.

Craig Allen was part of the DEA unit Joe commanded before Grant’s death. He had been unaware of her involvement with Joe before her marriage, just as everyone else had been.

“We have some information.” His expression wasn’t comforting, but at least he wasn’t pretending they were strangers.

Unconsciously, her hand dropped to her stomach as she fought the nervousness rising inside her. Joe’s eyes followed the movement, his nostrils flaring as his cheekbones flushed with lust. Response trembled up her spine, sending a small tremor through her body as he watched.

Maggie swallowed tightly, drawing her gaze from Joe to Craig, who watched them both suspiciously.

“I can do without the coffee for now, then.” She breathed in deeply, feeling an insidious sense of disaster building in her chest.

“Come here, baby.” He obviously didn’t care what Craig saw or thought.

He crossed to her, drew her into his arms, and kissed her cheek comfortingly.

“It’s going to be okay,” he promised.

Maggie glimpsed Craig’s expression. Surprise definitely, and suspicion. But the cold calculation that lurked behind both made her nervous.

“What’s going on?” She let Joe lead her to the couch, sitting down nervously as Craig took the chair across from them.

“Your house was trashed yesterday.” Craig wasn’t one to beat around the bush, either.

As he sat down, his hazel eyes watched her closely, looking, she knew, for a guilty, frightened response.

“It was Grant’s house.” She shrugged. “If they just got around to trashing it …”

“It wasn’t trashed in the typical fashion,” Craig broke in. “The carpet was ripped through most of the rooms and pulled back. We’ve had a team going through it, but we’ve found nothing beneath any of it. We got there before every room was hit, but we’ve found nothing, and we know whoever went through it didn’t find anything.”

“The carpet?” She shook her head in confusion. “Why rip away the carpet?”

“They were looking for hidden pockets in the floor,” Joe said as he curved his arm around her shoulders, his fingers rubbing at her arm in comfort.

She glanced at him with a frown, shaking her head. “That doesn’t make sense.”

“The carpet could have been carefully cut to blend in with the nap of the material, but could be pulled away to access a hidden safe or loose boards in the floor where objects can be hidden,” Joe explained.

Maggie glanced back at Craig. He was watching her closely, doubtfully. He thought she knew where the information they were looking for was hidden. God, she wished she did.

“Did you check all the rooms after you saw where they were looking?”

Craig nodded shortly. “We had a team stripping carpet all night last night. We found nothing.”

Maggie rubbed at her forehead. Where would Grant have hidden that information?

“It could have been a lie,” she finally whispered, turning to stare at Joe dismally. “The journal was a lie, Joe. He could have lied about the information.”

“He had it, Maggie.” Craig informed her coldly.

She couldn’t sit still. She had fought to calm the fear rising inside her for the past week, to take one day at a time and pray the information would be found. Rising to her feet, she paced across the living room, listening distantly to Joe and Craig discussing the search the night before.

The house Grant had been so proud of would be a mess. The two-story brick colonial design had been a major buy for him. He had bragged about that house incessantly. Because it was better than Joe’s. Because as much money as Joe’s family obviously had, they weren’t real fond of sharing, because Joe’s house was so much smaller, so much less classy. She remembered how he would laugh about that. How Joe’s house, right down to the dank, unkempt basement, was so much less superior than the one Grant had managed to buy.

She paced to the edge of the room, turning back to stare at the two men as they continued to talk. Joe was frowning thoughtfully, his eyes narrowed as Craig explained the areas searched and how in-depth it had gone.

Grant wouldn’t have hidden anything in his own house. He would have known that was the first place they would look. He was smarter than that. He was demonic. He would have found a way to hurt Joe, even in this. She was actually surprised he hadn’t tried to frame Joe instead of her.

“We found several hidden caches of cash. Some drugs.” Craig was shaking his head. “And some more journals. Man, he was sick, Joe.”

Maggie watched Joe’s expression even out, become distant. Grant had nearly destroyed a part of Joe. The two men had been friends for most of their lives. Joe claimed him as a brother, a confidant. He hadn’t known the cruel, bitter side to Grant that she had.

“Any clues in the journals?” Joe leaned forward, balancing his elbows on his knees as he watched the other man.

“Pretty much what we found in the others.” Craig shrugged. “Different topics, same shit.” He shook his head wearily. “We really didn’t know him, did we?”

Grant had often laughed over that. How the others didn’t really know him, had no idea how much smarter he was, how he could always stay one step ahead of them. Especially Joe. Poor dumb Joe, he would snicker, who would never know how easy he was to fool, how easy it was to use him. Right down to the car Joe had treasured. The ‘69 Mustang Joe cherished …

The Mustang. Grant had hated that car. He always sneered when he spoke of it, with an edge of smug satisfaction.

That taunting, self-satisfied gloat had always entered his voice.

She turned from the two men slowly, praying she appeared casual as she moved into the kitchen, toward the coffeepot. She didn’t know Craig well enough, and she could be wrong. And, oh God, if she managed to lead Joe to the information after all, he was never going to believe she had nothing to do with Grant’s illegal activities.

She pressed her hand to her stomach, breathing in deeply when she paused by the counter. If he didn’t believe in her, he would never have dared to risk a pregnancy with her, she thought with a surge of hope. Joe was very family-oriented. Even though he had many disagreements with his family, she knew he loved them and she knew he was fiercely protective of them.

She hated this. Hated the position Grant had placed her in. He was so lucky he was dead; if he weren’t, Maggie believed she would have been tempted to kill him herself at this moment.

As she reached for a coffee cup she heard the two men in the living room moving for the front door.

“Let me know what Johnson says,” Joe was saying as the front door opened. Maggie knew the “Johnson” in question had to be the DA she had met at the police station.

“Will do, and you watch your ass,” Craig grunted. “Hopefully this will be over soon.”

“Hopefully,” Joe answered just before Maggie heard the door close.

She left the cup sitting on the counter in front of the coffeepot as she waited. Within seconds, she felt him. First, it was just an impression of strength, of warmth, then his arms were coming around her waist and his lips were pressing into her hair.

“What’s wrong, Maggie?” His voice was husky, the dark undertone of arousal threading through it.

She breathed in roughly.

“Grant wouldn’t have hidden that information at the house.” Her heart was racing in fear. “It would have been too easily found. He didn’t work that way.”

“I figured as much.” He kissed the top of her head again before pulling away and allowing her to turn and face him.

Meeting his gaze wasn’t easy, but she did. She found the dark chocolate depths of his eyes filled with warmth and a question. The suspicion she had feared wasn’t there, but that did little to temper her fears.

“What did you remember, Maggie?” He tipped his head to the side, watching her closely as she clenched her fingers together in front of her.

“You’re so sure I remembered it? Not that I already knew it?” She was slicing her own throat, and she felt the breath strangling in her throat from it.

A small smile quirked his lips.

“I deserved that,” he admitted with a small nod of his head. “I’m not stupid, baby. You lived with him for two years. It’s only logical that you may have heard of something that you’ll eventually remember.”

“Not that I was working with him?”

“Maggie.” He reached up to push back the strands of hair that had fallen over her face back behind her ear. “I don’t believe you were involved with this, so let’s stop tiptoeing around each other and finish this up. If you’ve remembered something, then let me know. We’ll get this taken care of, get the danger off your back and start our lives together.”

She inhaled with a trembling breath, tears filling her eyes at the gentleness in his voice.

“Your car,” she whispered. “Grant was always going on and on about that Mustang. While you were talking to Craig, I remember how smug he acted the last time. The expression on his face. I think he might have hidden the information in that car someplace.”

His eyes narrowed as he rubbed at his jaw.

“He helped me put that car back together,” he finally sighed. “We worked on that for months.”

The painful knowledge that the man he believed was his friend had betrayed him still lingered in his eyes, in the tight grimace in his expression as he turned away from her.

“He would have hidden it where you would never think to look,” she pointed out. “He didn’t expect to get killed. This was insurance in case he needed to buy his way free of a conviction,” she said slowly. “The last few months, before he was killed, he was so certain he was suddenly better than you were. I never thought he would go this far.”

She had thought he was insane, not criminal. She should have known better, she admitted. Grant had dropped enough hints, she just hadn’t wanted to hear them.

“We’ll head back to Atlanta tonight.” He nodded abruptly. “The Fuentes family will know by now that I’m the one watching you. They’ll be watching my house. I doubt very seriously Grant was the only spy they had in either the Atlanta Police Department or the DEA. So we’ll go in quiet, check out the car, and if it’s there, we’ll head straight to the department from there.”

“What about Craig?” she asked nervously.

Joe’s broad shoulders tightened before he turned back to her.

“Craig’s my backup,” he sighed. “But at this point, I’m not trusting anyone else with your life.” His expression hardened as he faced her. “We’ll go in alone. I’m not taking any chances.”

“And if the information is there?” she asked him. She could see the doubt in his eyes that it could be.

“If it’s there, then we’ll do just as I said.” There was a fighting tension in his body now, a readiness that assured her he was planning, plotting out each move from here on out.

“And where will that leave us? Your DA, Craig, and everyone else involved will believe I knew where it was all along, Joe.”

“We’ll cross that bridge if we come to it,” he growled. “And we won’t. The DA doesn’t give a shit one way or the other as long as he gets what he wants, and neither do the Feds. And I’ll make certain they don’t want you.”

Which didn’t reassure her on the fears rising inside her. But did it really matter? The main objective was to see if the information was there. If it was, then she would deal with whatever came later the best way possible. The way she had always dealt with unpleasantness. Straight ahead. She was going into this with her eyes open. Joe was here to get the information. If he believed in her, then he would trust in her. If he didn’t … Well, if he didn’t, then she would face it, and she would survive, just as she always had. The main thing was to get the proof needed and get Fuentes and his men off her back.

She nodded slowly. It was only a matter of hours before dark, and the trip to Atlanta wouldn’t take long.

“Do I need to pack?”

He shook his head. “No need. If the information is there then your part in this will be over. The DA won’t need your testimony or much of a statement. I’ll bring you back here until we’re certain it’s safe.”

But where would he be? Suddenly, she felt as distant from him as she had the first day they had come here. On the periphery of his life, a job, and nothing more. And the thought of that truly terrified her.
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Joe could feel Maggie’s fear. Not her guilt, just her fear. It was amazing how easily he could read her. The way her green eyes would darken to the color of shadowed moss, the frown that puckered her brow. The way she caught the corner of her lower lip between her teeth and worried it absently. That was worry, concern, not guilt.

He remembered guilt. During the months they had spent together, Joe realized he had learned quite a bit about Maggie. Things he hadn’t known he had learned until this past week.

Guilt was a careful absence of expression. She had used it several times during their earlier relationship when she tried to deny that she was pushing for more—more commitment, more emotion from him. It was the way she would look down as she played with the hem of a shirt or she picked at her nails. It was the shadowed tone of her voice that deepened her accent. That was guilt.

What he saw now was fear, and it wasn’t fear for herself. It was the same fear she showed just before he took her virginity, staring up at him, her eyes dark, her teeth worrying that lower lip, that little frown between her brows. The fear of a broken heart, of putting herself in a place where she truly wasn’t wanted.

Maggie was easy to read, unlike Grant. Grant had been trained to lie—being with the DEA demanded a certain talent in subterfuge—and Grant had always done amazingly well at it. So well, in fact, that when it blended into the friendship Joe thought they had, he had never suspected.

Or maybe he had.

He remembered the uneasy feeling he had just before meeting Grant’s “fiancée.” The feeling that the other man was playing a carefully calculated game. Joe had pushed it behind him, especially after meeting Maggie. Little things, Joe admitted, that he should have taken into consideration long ago. Grant had shown brief spurts of mocking jealousy. It had made Joe uncomfortable at the time, though he had fought to ignore it. He should have never ignored it.

As he watched Maggie turn back to the coffee, he saw the sorrow in her eyes and knew he should do something, anything, to alleviate it.

She had no idea, even now, how much he did love her. Hell, he hadn’t known himself until early this morning, until the need to tie her to him for all time had overtaken him.

Primal. He had been like an animal taking his mate, and damn if he didn’t want to do it again.

He watched her, the defensive hunching of her shoulders as though expecting a blow, the careful movements as she poured her coffee. She kept her face lowered, but he swore he could feel the fear and pain radiating from her. As fiery as she could be, he knew Maggie had a core of sensitivity that was often her downfall. A sensitivity that would be breaking her heart right now. He bet dollars to donuts that her thoughts weren’t on herself, but rather on him, and how it would look to him that she had thought of a possible place Grant could have hidden the information.

Trusting might be the biggest mistake he had made in his life, as Craig obviously believed. Joe had fought trusting her, just as he had fought loving her once before. A battle he had lost, and he hadn’t even had the sense to realize it.

She lifted the coffee cup and sipped before sitting it back on the counter. She knew he was behind her, and in most people that avoidance would apply to guilt. Thankfully, Maggie wasn’t most people.

“Craig wasn’t pleased by what he saw when I came in the room,” she whispered.

Joe heard the uncertainty in her voice, the fear that Craig’s misgivings could drive a wedge between them. His track record with her wasn’t the best, and he admitted that getting past her fears wasn’t going to be easy.

“Craig is still dealing with what happened with Grant.” Hell, so was he. Out of a four-man team, only he and Craig were left. They were both still aching with the grief over Lyons’s loss, as well as Grant’s betrayal.

“Aren’t we all?” Her painful comment had him grimacing in regret.

“It’s a lesson learned,” he sighed. “I trusted Grant to the point that I never ran the required security checks on him, and I pushed back doubt when I should have followed through with it. It’s a mistake I won’t make again.”

She still didn’t face him. God, he hoped she wasn’t crying. He didn’t think he could handle Maggie’s tears; they would break his heart.

“I should have protected you better,” he finally said, his voice rough with his guilt. “I was so damned jealous of what I thought he had with you that I couldn’t bear coming around. If I had, I would have known something was wrong.”

“So you’re just going to take the blame for my marriage as well?” Her vibrant red hair rippled over her shoulders as she shook her head. “You’re a glutton for punishment, Joe. And you’re wrong. I would have never let you see the nightmare that marriage had turned into. I couldn’t have borne it.”

She sat her cup down then turned to him slowly, crossing her arms over her breasts as she stared back at him, sorrow shimmering in her eyes.

A weary smile edged his lips. “I would have known, Maggie.” He would have seen it in her eyes. She wasn’t a liar. Her emotions were always so clear in her eyes, so easy to read, that he had always been able to stay one step ahead of her in their previous relationship. “I would have known and I would have gone crazy with it.”

“Because you loved me?” The doubt in her voice was clear.

“Because I loved you, because I’ve always loved you,” he amended. “Because no matter how hard I’ve tried, you were a part of me. I knew, without seeing you, that something was wrong. For two years I avoided that house and I avoided you, and that’s not like me. And I couldn’t understand why I avoided it. I think a part of me always knew.”

Admitting that was like cutting out his own heart. He had let her down in a way so fundamental that it ached through ever portion of his being. It was bad enough that he had let her go, but he hadn’t made certain she was safe.

“Grant was very good at his lies,” she whispered, rubbing her hands over her arms as though to ward off a chill. “He fooled us both.”

Yes, he had, and Joe would never forget that lesson. It didn’t mean he was going to let Maggie pay any more than she already had.

“Maggie, have I ever taken you on a kitchen table?” The need to have her was growing by the second.

Her eyes widened in shock, as though the change in subject had come too quickly for her to process. “Do what?”

He moved closer, his hands going to the snap of her jeans, as her fingers curled over his wrists in surprised reflex.

“Have I ever fucked you on a kitchen table?” He lowered his voice, watching the small shiver that raced over her body at the sound of it.

Maggie was a sensualist. Taste, touch, the sounds of arousal, turned her on as much as the act itself.

As he slid the metal button of her jeans free, her eyes darkened further and a flush filled her face. Her lashes swept over her eyes as her gaze became drowsy, hungry, and suspicious.

“Sex doesn’t solve everything.” Her breathing was rough, causing her breasts to rise and fall in quick little movements.

Hard little nipples pressed beneath the cloth, and Joe’s mouth watered to taste them. She had the softest, sweetest flesh, and the hardest nipples he had ever taken into his mouth.

“Sex doesn’t solve everything, but it can sure as hell make life sweeter.” He laid his forehead against hers as he slid the zipper to her jeans down. “I trusted Grant with your life once,” he whispered, staring into her eyes, giving her the truth of himself, as she had always given him the truth of who and what she was. “I’ll never trust another man to protect what belongs to me, or to hold what is mine to hold, Maggie. You taught me to trust you in a way Grant never did. With your heart and your soul, long before I ever learned of his betrayal.”

It was the most basic truth that he knew how to give her. Two and a half years ago she had walked away from him rather than staying in half a relationship and hiding what she felt, as he had been content to do. She had broken away and tried to go on, tried to live without him. Any woman greedy enough to involve herself with Grant’s schemes would have never done such a thing, especially considering the cushy little life he offered her as his mistress. And he had made the offer, exactly four hours before he arrived at that party with another woman on his arm.

She had shown him then what she was. Who she was. A woman willing to walk away from what she wanted most, rather than to lower herself to meet the selfish needs of someone else.

“You didn’t believe me at the station,” she reminded him, though her voice broke as his hands pushed beneath her T-shirt. “I could see it in your eyes, Joe. And after we came here …”

“I didn’t believe in me, Maggie.” He lifted the shirt along her smooth stomach, over her breasts and finally leaned back to pull it from her. “It was never you I doubted. Every instinct inside me pushed me to get you the hell out of there. It was me I doubted. For a little while.”

She wore a lacy white bra that did nothing to hide the swollen mounds of her breasts, or the spiked tips of her nipples.

“Have I mentioned I love your nipples?” He released the catch between her breasts before peeling the cups back from the rapidly rising and falling mounds.

“Not in a while.” She was panting now. He loved it when she panted for him. “We need to discuss things, Joe. Not have sex.”

“Hmm, I’ll have to remember to mention that. And nothing else matters Maggie, not right now. The rest we’ll deal with as we have to.”

He lowered his head, licking over one straining tip with a slow, wet glide of his tongue, as he heard the tremulous gasp that left her lips.

That was how he liked her, soft and melting in his arms, those strangled little gasps falling from her lips as pleasure began to overwhelm her. Words would never convince her at this point that he trusted her. That trust would have to come in time, and he understood that. He expected it. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t edge the odds in his own favor. Her body knew what her mind hadn’t yet accepted. She belonged to him just as surely as he belonged to her.

“Joe, are you sure?” Her short nails were digging into his wrists, her gaze worried, but growing hotter by the second.

“More certain than I’ve been of anything, baby.” He laid his hand on her lower stomach, watching her closely. “Certain enough to want more with you than I have ever wanted with anyone else.”

He didn’t give her time to answer, or time to protest. He had never known anything as sweet or as erotic as loving Maggie. She was like a drug in his system; one he had no hope of breaking his addiction to. And God knew he had tried.

He had fought the arousal, the need and his belief in her for nearly a week. And even as he fought it, he had known it was a losing battle. Just as he had known as he watched her interrogation through that two-way mirror.

His lips covered hers as he drew in the sobbing response to his declaration, his tongue tasting the sweetness of her passion as he pushed the bra from her shoulders before moving to her jeans.

He wanted her naked. Naked and open for him, welcoming him with all the sweet, generous fire that was so much a part of her.

Clothes were ripped, torn, pushed at, and pulled off until only bare flesh met eager hands and muted moans met open-mouthed kisses that filled the senses with an aroused, imperative demand.

Hunger arced through Joe’s mind as Maggie’s hand attempted to wrap around the base of his cock. Her fingers didn’t quite meet, but that didn’t detract from the sheer pleasure of her touch.

As always, nothing mattered except pushing inside her, taking her, feeling her orgasm pulsing around him. He didn’t bother with the bed or the floor. His hands moved to her buttocks and he lifted her and bore her to the table.

Maggie was fighting to breathe as the overwhelming pleasure rushed through her with a force that swept through her senses like wildfire. All she felt was the heat and demand, a need pulsing through every cell of her body as she clutched Joe to her.

She felt the cool wood of the table meet her back as Joe came over her. He didn’t bother with keeping his feet on the floor, instead, he clambered to the tabletop after her, knees bent, his hips thrusting against her, driving the hard wedge of his cock deep into the fiery heat between her thighs.

There was little grace to the act, even less finesse. The clawing hunger, fear, and desperation that spurred their passion allowed for only the most primitive response. She felt the fierce width of his erection sear the tender tissue of her vagina, and arched closer. The fiery pleasure/pain whipped through her nerve endings, ricocheting through tissue and muscle until every cell of her body was focused on one point only. The penetration of her body, the hard, fierce thrusts of his cock inside her, and the fiery sensation tightening her womb with every thrust.

Orgasm was imperative. With each stroke he threw her higher, seemed to go deeper, until every sense she possessed became focused on the steady impalement.

Perspiration gathered between their bodies, creating an exciting friction as they slid against one another. The building heat between their bodies had them both panting for air, forced to break off the kiss that had consumed them as they fought for breath.

Maggie struggled to open her eyes, staring up at Joe as his hands gripped her hips to hold her in place and the strokes pistoning his cock into her vagina increased. The cords in his neck stood out in sharp relief as the tendons of his arms and chest rippled with power.

He was as out of control now, as he had been earlier that morning. As though once lost, the power to hold himself distant, in this area at least, was gone forever.

The ability to think receded as he whispered her name, his eyes opening, his gaze spearing hers.

“I love you, Maggie.” The words were torn from him, ripped from his chest in a growling, harsh sound that spiked through her womb and sent her release crashing through her.

Maggie felt the involuntary arching of her back as the wave of sensation tore through her with pleasure that bordered on violent. It exploded through every nerve ending in her body and sent convulsions crashing through her womb, as her pussy began to milk desperately at his cock. Nothing mattered but the pinnacle of pleasure, the sweeping completion she had only found in this man’s arms, and a love she knew she could never survive without. Not intact. Not completely. She would live, but without Joe, Maggie knew her soul would never breathe.

In that moment, as she felt him surge inside her one last time before his own release began to spurt heatedly inside her to join her own, Maggie knew that never again could she hope for love outside of Joe’s arms. Because to her heart, her soul, Joe was love. He was life.
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The drive from the cabin to Atlanta was made after dark, and to Maggie it seemed as though it had taken a lifetime to accomplish. Each mile crept by despite Joe’s steady speed and his attempts at a conversation. Maggie wanted nothing more than to get to his house, to check the car, and to get the hell out of there.

As Joe pulled slowly into the alley behind the two-story older home, Maggie glanced over at him nervously. She had seen the house before, though Joe rarely stayed at it, preferring the apartment he kept farther in town. The house had belonged to his father’s parents, and had been their home before his grandfather struck it rich in various business enterprises.

The siding was rough wood, though in perfect condition, and sheltered by a wide front porch that gave it a charm and elegance that had always attracted Maggie. The garage that housed Joe’s prized Mustang was attached to the back of the house rather than the side, and led into a large, homey kitchen.

Joe pulled the SUV into the back driveway and sat for several moments, the engine idling as he stared at the garage doors.

“Grant had a key to the garage.” He ran his hand wearily over his face.

They had napped for several hours before leaving, and though he didn’t look tired, he did appear weary. Much as she felt, Maggie thought. After two years of a hellish marriage to Grant, and then the past week of knowing the danger her life was in, she felt exhausted inside.

“Did he have a key to the house?” She turned back to the garage, staring at the darkened windows as her heart raced in her chest.

“No. Just the garage.” He turned off the ignition but made no move to leave the vehicle.

They had driven around the block several times over the past hour. Joe had parked across from the house for what seemed like forever, before driving around again and heading for the back drive.

“Do you think someone is watching the house?” she asked, as he continued to watch the shadows.

“I have no doubt,” he sighed. “If they tracked who I am, and I’m going to assume they have. As often as Grant railed about me in his journals, I’m certain he would have carried the bitch over to his new friends.” The bitterness in his voice had her heart clenching in pain.

“What do we do then? How do we get in there without being seen?”

“We don’t do anything …”

“I’m not staying in the vehicle, Joe.” She shook her head fiercely at the thought. “It would be too easy for someone to get the jump on me.”

“Leave the doors locked.”

“If they had a gun to your head I’d unlock them.” Her nerves were about to choke her.

He breathed in roughly. “Okay, we’ll go in together, but stay on my ass and be ready to move. You jump when I say jump, don’t bother asking how high.”

Her lips twitched at the follow-up order.

“Don’t ask how high. Got it.” She nodded firmly.

“And carry this.” He opened the glove box, reached in, and pulled out a small revolver. “I know you know how to use it.”

Of course, she did—he had made certain she took firearms lessons the minute they had begun seeing each other years before.

“A woman’s best friend.” She gripped the weapon firmly.

“I thought that was diamonds?” he quipped as he scanned the area again.

“What do you think protects the diamonds?” she shot back, fighting to steady her nerves, to find at least a small measure of the calm he was displaying.

“The area is pretty sheltered here with the trees.” He pointed out the large trunks of the oaks growing between his property and the houses on each side. “We should be secure as we move to the garage. Keep your ears open and stay ready, Maggie.”

He reached beneath the dash, disabled the interior lights, then opened the door slowly and eased out of the vehicle. As he stood to the side, Maggie scrambled out after him, easing behind him as he pushed the door closed silently.

They moved quickly to the garage, where Joe unlocked the side door and opened it carefully before pulling her along with him.

The air in the garage was stale, rife with the scents of motor oil, a hint of paint and old grease. Maggie wrinkled her nose at the smell as her eyes struggled to adjust to the near pitch-black darkness.

A second later a small beam of light pierced the black surroundings, directing low, and angling toward the cherry red ‘69 Mustang Joe pampered like a baby.

“Hello, baby,” he murmured as he walked to the car, patting the hood affectionately.

Maggie rolled her eyes.

“It’s not a baby, Joe,” she reminded him as she restrained her grin. It was an old argument, and one of the few she often instigated herself.

“ ‘Course she is,” he sighed, as his hand slid over the hood before releasing the lock and raising it slowly.

The penlight beam moved slowly over the engine, as Joe leaned in, checking around it and inside the fender walls.

“Finding parts for her was a bitch,” he said softly. “There are very few original parts left for this model. She’s a true classic.”

Yeah, yeah yeah, Maggie smirked. Joe was doing more than just checking for whatever Grant may have hidden, he was petting and caressing that damned engine like it could actually feel his touch.

“Do I need to leave the two of you alone?” she asked, keeping her voice at a whisper as he ran his fingers in and out of the maze of parts that made up the engine.

“You might want to look the other way,” he murmured. “She gets embarrassed if others see her naked like this.”

Maggie rolled her eyes.

Finally, he straightened from the motor with a sigh before lowering the hood back into place.

“Nothing in there.” There was an edge of relief in his voice as he moved along the side of the car.

His hand smoothed over the top before trailing down the door and gripping the handle. “Do you know how hard it was to find completely original parts? How many years I spent putting her together perfectly?”

“Your dream woman, huh?”

“She doesn’t back-talk me.”

“She can’t get on the kitchen table with you, either. I’d remember that one if I were you.”

He turned back to look at her, and even in the dim glow of the penlight, his gaze was frankly sexual.

“Oh baby, that one is just set in stone,” he murmured. “You have nothing to fear.”

She rolled her eyes at him again as he turned back to the car, moving into it to begin searching the interior. Maggie drew in a deep breath, rubbing her hands against her arms as a nervous chill raced over her flesh.

The garage was damned creepy. There were too many shadows, too many places where someone could hide. She stared around the dark interior, her eyes struggling to pierce the darkness of the corners, the long shadows cast by the multitude of boxes, appliances, and only God knew what that had been stacked against the walls. If she wasn’t mistaken, she had even glimpsed the hull of an old motorcycle hanging high on the far wall.

“You’re a pack rat, Joe,” she muttered.

He grunted from inside the car, the shadow of his large body moving in the interior as he searched each nook and cranny. He was thorough, and though her freedom depended on finding the information, she was beginning to pray it wasn’t here. If it wasn’t here, then she couldn’t be implicated, and there would be no reason to fear Joe’s distrust.

Tucking the small handgun he gave her into the back pocket of her jeans, Maggie bit her lip and waited in nervous fear as Joe took his good ole, easy time searching. He worked his way from the passenger side, back to the driver’s side, searching under seats, along the sides, the carpet, the walls, anywhere that Grant could have hidden whatever it was he hid.

As he knelt at the driver’s side door again, he ran his hands along the sides of the seat, pushing beneath it, then paused. She heard his muttered curse, heavy with bitterness, a second before he pulled a small package from beneath the seat.

“He cut my seat,” Joe muttered. “Bastard. It took me two years to find that seat.”

He sat back on his haunches, staring down at the dark package in his hands.

“Is that it?” She moved closer.

“Yeah.” His voice was heavy with distaste. “I pretty much bet this is it. Feels like a few discs, a video, pictures.” He felt around the wrapping. “I think we have it.”

The garage door opened abruptly.

“And here Santiago was certain our friend Grant was such a liar.”

The heavily accented voice was followed by four large bodies stepping into the garage, weapons raised, and their guns sure as hell looked bigger than hers and Joe’s.

“Down.”

A hard hand locked around Maggie’s wrist, jerking her down, as Joe pulled her around the side of the car and toward the long shadows cast from the junk piled along the walls.

She expected gunfire. Pain. Blood.

“Get them,” the order was harsh, commanding, but the sound of bodies moving behind them was the only indication that the Fuentes gang was in pursuit. The fact that they weren’t firing guns yet made her even more nervous.

“I’m going to assume you are going to be difficult about this,” the voice sighed as a bright light suddenly flared and began sweeping through the garage. “Don’t risk your lady’s life, Agent Merino. Give us the package and we will leave as quietly as we came in.”

Maggie felt the tenseness of Joe’s body, just as she heard the lie in the stranger’s voice. They would never make it out of there alive, no matter what they did.

“Jose, kill them now. You are making Roberto’s mistake in attempting to play with them,” a younger voice hissed. “Finish them off and we leave.”

“Shut up, Santiago. Roberto was less than the piss running down his father’s leg. He had no concept of the lessons Carmelita tried to teach us, whereas I paid careful attention. I will defeat this American dog on my own terms. Is this not so, Agent Merino?” He laughed slyly. “There is no triumph in a quick death. A humiliating life is another matter.”

Maggie had a feeling Jose had no intentions of allowing them either choice. She could hear it in his voice, feel it in the tension whipping through the room. She stayed down, pressed against the side of an old washer, with Joe in front of her, completely hiding her. She bit her lip, fighting back her harsh breathing, forcing herself to stay utterly silent as the flashlight swept through the garage.

Crouched low, with decades worth of junk heaped around them, Maggie bit her lip as the sound of footsteps neared. They were searching around the stacks of accumulated boxes, appliances, and miscellaneous junk heaped six to eight feet from the sides of the large garage. It was a mess. Thank God.

She held her breath as the footsteps passed and moved away, the bright flare of the light skirting inches in front of where Joe crouched.

“Agent Merino, we can do this the easy way, or we may do it the hard way. If you make me exert effort, then I will take your woman and play with her a bit before I allow her to die. I will let you live long enough to watch. Or you can hand over the package easily, and you may just walk away.”

Maggie shuddered at the offer as Joe reached back, gripped her wrist again, and they began moving slowly through the shadows, hunkered low, working around along the side of the garage toward the far wall. The direction they were going would have them coming up behind the men standing at the doorway. If they moved further into the garage, then there was a slim chance for escape.

“How disappointing,” Jose finally sighed. “But, I’ll enjoy punishing you for the effort I must make.”

Joe moved quickly along a row of boxes before pushing her between a higher stack and an old dresser. There was a maze built through the stacks of junk, haphazard and less than safe, but with a few hidden passageways that seemed more by accident than by design.

They moved into the narrow tunnel, easing slowly behind the dresser as the sound of footsteps began to near their hiding place.

Joe paused behind the dresser, crouched, and waited as the footsteps passed before moving slowly out of the impromptu tunnel and into a mess of old clothes hanging from a long rack. Maybe being a pack rat wasn’t such a bad thing after all.

“Americans are so interesting.” Amusement filled the voice that spoke from just in front of the rack of clothing a second before the glare of a flashlight illuminated the floor. “Come out my friends, let us talk for a bit.”

As the rack of clothing began to move, Joe kicked into action. Before Maggie could do more than gasp he pushed her back behind the heavy dresser and opened fire.

Maggie scrambled through the unnatural tunnel, her hand fumbling behind her as she attempted to reach the revolver tucked into her back pocket.

She had just moved to the other side of the dresser when the boxes that lined the tunnel crashed around her, and cruel fingers reached in, latching into her hair.

“No!” Her fingers formed claws as she tore at the fingers holding her, fighting the grip as she was jerked from the safety of the boxes.

“Redheaded whore!” A heavily accented voice hissed at her ear as one arm was jerked behind her back, her hand pressed against her shoulder blades as she cried out in pain.

“Do you hear her cries, Merino?” the voice called out as the gunfire was silenced. “I have your whore now.”

She was shaken like a rag doll as she fought against the pain ripping through her shoulders and her scalp. She was dragged through the dimly lit garage and brought to a stop next to the man she had met in her home, introduced as Juan Martinez. This was Jose Fuentes, not Martinez, and he was just as frightening now as he had been the year before, when he met with Grant.

“She’s very pretty, my friend.” Jose gripped her jaw in his hand, twisting her face around until she was forced to stare up at him. “I warned Grant when he married her that he had chosen one he could not tame. I was correct in this assessment, was I not?”

She fought his hold, tears filling her eyes from the burning pain tearing through her shoulders as her captor twisted her arm more forcibly behind her back.

“Let her go, Fuentes,” Joe snapped. “She doesn’t have what you want.”

Jose Fuentes held her head in place, refusing to allow her to look over to Joe as he glanced to his side.

“Ah, there you are, Agent Merino.” His smile was sickly evil, a twisted parody of humor. “It is very kind of you to join us.”

“Jose, get the package from him and we will leave,” Santiago snapped. “We have no time for these games.”

“We have time for whatever I wish, boy. Diego is not here to listen to your sniveling. You follow my orders.”

Jose tightened his grip on Maggie’s face as she finally whimpered with the pain.

His teeth flashed within the expanse of scarred, dark flesh as he chuckled at the sound.

“She’s a strong woman. Women such as this, they fight the drug Diego created. They are the enjoyable little tramps once they succumb, both fighting and pleading for the agony to come.”

Maggie shuddered at the threat as Jose released her face and stared back at her sneeringly

“I think I will let our Agent Merino live,” he sighed. “After I relieve him of the package it would appear he has dropped.”

Breathing harshly, Maggie turned her head to the side, seeing the shadowed form of Joe standing tall, his hands raised behind his head as one of Jose’s men stood behind him. The package was no place to be found.

“Let her go.” He nodded to Maggie. “She has nothing to do with this.”

“She has much to do with this.” Jose ran the backs of his fingers over her cheek as she jerked back in response. He chuckled a second before backhanding her. “Grant made certain he teased us often with tales of what a cold little wife he had. I do so enjoy breaking in such women. Frigid little bitches who think their bodies are too good for a little rough, sweaty sex.”

The pain ripped through her mind as the blow blinded her, nearly tearing her neck from her shoulders with the force of it. Sagging against the man holding her, Maggie fought to catch her breath as she heard the rough laughter that echoed around her.

“I will take Señora Samuels with me,” Jose stated then. “The videos make us much money. She will bring quite a price from those viewers who enjoy watching the battle between the needs of the flesh and the denials of the mind. I will take her in payment for my trouble.”

“Then you can forget the package.”

Maggie’s eyes widened as Jose’s gun came up to her head.

“I can kill her now.”

“Same deal. I know where the package is, you don’t.”

“I will find it once you are both dead,” Jose snarled furiously. “I do not need you to find the package.”

Joe glanced around the shadowed garage before turning back to Jose, his lips kicking into a grin. “Good luck.”

A tense silence filled the garage as Jose’s and Joe’s eyes met in a battle of wills. Moments later, Jose bent, the hiss of a knife sliding from an ankle sheath sliding over Maggie’s nerve endings like a serpent’s warning.

As he rose he turned to Maggie once again, his hand lifting until the blade touched her skin. “How long would you last, my friend, as I begin slicing her open, inch by inch. Her beautiful face.” The knife slid down her jaw. “Or these pretty breasts.” It moved to her breasts as Maggie fought to shrink back. “It would be a shame to destroy such beauty, Agent Merino.”

Maggie fought to make out Joe’s expression, to see through the dim light provided by the flashlight Jose had aimed more at the floor rather than Joe. It left Joe’s expression in shadow to her, though she was certain Jose had the required light to watch it closely.

She shook her head slowly as Joe watched her. It wasn’t worth it. The Fuentes gang would continue to kill, to rape, and to maim if they were allowed to go free. But could she bear the pain Jose could deal her? She was horribly afraid she couldn’t.

“Decide now, Merino.” The blade pressed into the upper portion of her breasts, pricking the flesh. “There is no time left.”

In more ways than one.

As Maggie’s gasp tore from her throat, light flared in the garage, brilliant and intense as sirens began to blast through the interior. Maggie felt someone’s rough hands jerking her away to the side as the feel of the blade biting into her flesh had her crying out in shock.

“Stay down.”

She heard Joe’s fierce order at her ear as she was dragged to the other side of his precious car, the sound of bullets pinging around it sending a flash of dread through her chest.

“Sons of bitches,” Joe yelled. “Be careful of my fucking car!”

The garage doors flew open as Maggie’s eyes adjusted to the light, the sight of black-clad figures pouring into the interior, sending jubilation rushing through her.

Within seconds it was over. Maggie rolled to her back, staring up at Joe as he leaned over her, his lips curving into a smile as she watched him in surprise.

“Looks like Craig knew me better than I thought he did,” he grunted with a short laugh. “I’d have pulled that one over easy on Grant, Maggie. He would have never known I was gone until I didn’t return.”

“Craig did this?” Joe helped her to her feet, his arm curving around her waist as they watched the SWAT team gather up Jose, Roberto, and their henchmen, under the close supervision of Craig Allen, the district attorney, Mark Johnson, and the federal prosecutor, Andrew Johnson.

Craig turned to them slowly, his eyes watching them for long assessing moments before he lifted his hand, touched his fingers to his forehead, and nodded slowly.

“My car is ruined,” Joe sighed.

Maggie jerked her gaze to the car. It was scarred with bullet holes from one end to the other.

“You can fix it.” She was still breathing harshly, hardly daring to believe that it was all over. The information they needed was found, the Fuentes group was back in custody, and she was free.

“How about ‘we’ fix it?” He turned to her, staring down at her with sudden sobriety, his brown eyes almost black with emotion. “We could redecorate the house while we’re at it.”

“We?” she whispered.

“We.” He nodded slowly, his fingers lifting to the bloody scratch on her chest before his gaze came back to hers. “I won’t let you go again, Maggie. Ever. So for your sake, I hope you love me as much I love you, because if not, we’re in for a hell of a battle.”

“We’re in for a hell of a battle anyway.” She couldn’t stop smiling. Couldn’t stop crying as she threw her arms around his neck, felt his surround her and knew, in that moment, that her dreams had come true.

She was in Joe’s arms, and he was talking forever. And forever was a good thing.





Epilogue

Three weeks later

Joe found the little plastic stick with the line running through the result window when he dragged himself out of the bed and stumbled into the bathroom.

Sleep wasn’t something he had gotten a lot of the night before. Maggie, on the other hand—he had gotten a lot of her. He had taken her until he was certain sex would be the furthest thing from his mind for days. Only to reach for her again, impossibly hard, desperate to feel her coming around him.

He stared down at the home pregnancy test, hardly daring to believe what it meant. That in the weeks since he had her back in his bed, that a child had developed. The child he had dreamed of having with her every fucking night she had been married to Grant.

He had lived in fear of the other man announcing pending fatherhood. Certain that the moment he heard the news, life would crumble around him. Two years he had spent in hell, aching, tormented by memories of Maggie and a hunger that never slept. A hunger that still didn’t sleep.

How had one tiny woman buried herself so deeply within his heart without his knowledge of it? Yet Maggie had. He loved her in ways he had never loved his first wife. In ways that still defied his own understanding. He would die for her. Without thought. Without regret. He would die for Maggie. And now for their child.

He reached out and picked up the stick, feeling his chest clench as emotion threatened to overwhelm him. And amazingly, he felt the erection between his thighs, his cock thickening, straining as arousal began to tear through him.

Maggie was pregnant.

Joe blinked back the moisture that filled his eyes as the knowledge overwhelmed him, weakened his knees, and made him feel like whimpering in excitement and fear. Damn, he felt like a fucking teenager with his first woman now. His flesh prickled with awareness of the bond he was suddenly aware of, and his chest felt too tight as his heart seemed to swell with the overabundance of emotion flooding through him.

He backed slowly from the bathroom, his eyes on that small line of color in the result box of the test stick.

“There’s still time to escape.”

He swung around, meeting the brilliance of Maggie’s uncertain gaze. Her gaze moved from his face to his cock, her expression flickering with surprise before her eyes returned to his.

“Escape?” He winced at the sound of his own voice, hoarse, ragged. “Maggie …” He shook his head.

Son of a bitch, there were words he should be saying right now. Something poetic or romantic, something that would alleviate the uncertainty in her gaze. But his throat was locked with emotion, his chest heaving from it as he fought to breathe.

But he could still move, and he did so without conscious effort. He dropped the result stick, strode to her, and within seconds he had her in his arms. She wore nothing but his shirt and he could feel the heat of her body searing him through it. Emotion threatened to overwhelm him as he stared into her eyes, saw the hope, the fears and the love. Maggie had always stared at him with such love. Then slowly, desperate to feel her, to feel the life within her, Joe went to his knees as his arms wrapped around her hips, pulling her to him. He jerked her shirt over her abdomen, his face pressing against the soft flesh as he felt the moisture that refused to evaporate from his eyes.

Fuck, he was a grown man. Grown men didn’t cry.

“Joe?” Her voice was low, a sweet little cry filled with hope and love, joy and innocence.

He pressed his lips to her stomach, his hands moving around to grip her hips and hold her close as he imagined he felt the life growing beneath his lips, inside her precious body.

“I love you.” He couldn’t say the words enough as he felt a tremor rushing through him, through her. “I love you, Maggie.”

Then he was pulling her to him, dragging her down to face him, staring into those beautiful green eyes and the tears that washed over her cheeks.

“I love you, Joe.” Her hands touched his cheeks as his smoothed back the fiery strands of hair that had fallen across her cheeks. “I guess this means you’re happy about the baby?”

Her tremulous smile had his lips quirking as he fought the shudders racing through his body.

“I want you again,” he whispered, dragging the material of her shirt to her neck as he fought to remove the hated clothing she had donned.

She didn’t need to wear clothes. He wanted to see her body, wanted to watch it change, to become heavy with their child. He wanted to see the pearly sheen of her skin and feel every inch of the warm satin flesh against him.

“We’re going to kill each other like this.” Her laughter was thick with arousal, with the same hungers that drove him as he laid her back on the carpet and came slowly over her.

Her thighs parted for him, knees bending as he settled between them, his cock lodging at the entrance to the fiery, sweetly aroused flesh awaiting him. Soft nether lips enfolded the head of his cock as he pressed against the entrance of her pussy, they caressed his sensitive flesh, the damp friction causing his teeth to grit at the subtle, torturous pleasure as he began to take her.

Maggie stared up at Joe, seeing the track of the tears he had shed on his lean cheeks, the intensity of emotion that darkened his eyes. Dark blond hair fell over his forehead, softening the savage cast of his features, and his lips appeared softer, hungry, as he stared at her.

He filled her slowly, tenderly, as though aware of the sensitivity her inner flesh held after the hunger that had raged through them the night before.

As he pressed inside her, filling her, stretching her, his fingers brushed over her cheeks, her lips, feathering over her skin as though memorizing her by touch, even as his eyes traced each feature.

“I died when I lost you.” The sound of his voice shocked her. It was guttural, thick with remembered pain.

“Joe.” She tried to shake her head, to halt the flow of pain she could see in his eyes.

“No. Hear me out. Now.” He pressed deeper inside her and suddenly the joining of their bodies was more than just pleasure, or bonding. As though the embrace had become elemental, a fusion of body and soul. “I don’t want to ever be that stupid again, Maggie. I don’t want to ever forget the agony I felt every day that you lived under his roof, that I thought he lived in your heart. Because I don’t want to ever be that stupid again, Maggie. Ever.”

“As though I would let you, ever again,” she whispered, a smile trembling over her lips as tears fell from her eyes. “I love you, too, Joe. And walking away isn’t something I’ll do again. I’m here. For always.”

He moved then, as though he couldn’t help himself, his hips shifting, moving against her as his erection began to thrust slow and deep inside her.

Her back arched with pleasure as a whimpering cry escaped her chest. God, she loved this, feeling him inside her, touching her, loving her in a way she knew she would never know with another man. Only Joe.

“Ah, Maggie,” he groaned as his hands lowered from her face, his fingers sinking into her hair as he bent to her.

Gentle lips nipped at hers as he gazed into her eyes. She could see her reflection in the dark gaze, as well as the emotion that poured from him.

“Sweetheart, you fill my soul,” he groaned as he began to thrust harder, his cock spearing into her, stroking tender nerve endings, sensitive flesh, and creating a blaze of lust as the friction increased.

Her legs lifted, wrapping around his hips as she fought to deepen the kiss, to hold him tighter to her as she felt a part of her soul lifting, lightening, melding with his as he took her with a gentleness she wouldn’t have believed possible.

It seemed never-ending. He kissed her with devouring hunger, though his thrusts were tender, stretching her vagina with easy strokes as his fingers caressed her scalp. She could feel him from her lips to her ankles, his harder, stronger body moving, flexing against hers as the building pleasure began to tighten through her body.

“Joe. Oh God, it feels so good …” Her head thrashed against the carpet as his lips moved to her neck, his tongue licking over her flesh as he moved lower.

“Hmm. Damned good, baby. But only with you. Sweet heaven, Maggie, only with you.”

Maggie fought to breathe as his lips moved to her breast, his tongue painting her tight nipple with liquid fire a second before the heat of his mouth enveloped it. The firm suckling of his mouth heralded a harsh groan from his lips before he began thrusting inside her harder, faster, fucking into her with a depth and intensity that sent her spiraling into an orgasm that swept through her soul.

Maggie was barely aware of her own cries as release raced through her, but she clearly heard Joe’s. Harsh, a guttural male cry, almost animalistic, that preceded the harsh shudders that tore through his body and the feel of his release pulsing inside her.

Exhausted. Ravished. Maggie lay bonelessly on the floor as Joe collapsed to her side, breathing harshly.

“Well, that’s the first time we did it on the bedroom floor.” It was all she could do to form coherent words, but that thought struck her as funny.

“It was ‘bout time then,” he panted beside her.

His hand moved lazily to her stomach, his fingers splaying across her flesh as he turned to her then.

“I love you, Joe.” There was no containing that love, or the happiness blooming inside her.

“I worship you, Maggie,” he whispered. “For your sake, I hope you can live with it.”

“Always, Joe.” She smiled back at him tearfully. “Always.”
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PROLOGUE

SOME WOMEN A MAN knew to stay the hell away from. It was a self-preservation thing. Survival instinct. The lone wolf that reveled in its independence and sexual freedom knew when it was staring in the eyes of a sensual trap. A woman capable of making the male animal stand up, take notice, and tremble in his military boots.

Mason “Macey” March was a man who liked to live on the edge, though. He was all about the challenge, the risk, the excitement, whether it was a mission or a woman, or a terrorist out to destroy the world. He was a man who stared out at life with a defiant snarl and dared it to take first blood.

He was a man staring at his own destruction, and he had enough sense to recognize it, and to be equally terrified and drawn to it. Like a spectator to a train wreck. It was going to be bloody. It was going to be a mess. But he couldn’t look away because she had him by his soul and he knew it. One kiss. That was all it was going to take. One touch and he was going to be a goner. He was aching to touch.

Hazel-green eyes twinkled mischievously over lightly freckled cheeks. Lush lips curved enchantingly, and made a man wonder about the things that mouth could do even as it threatened the fit of his dress whites.

Softly curved, temptingly delicate, and trouble with a capital T. Messing with this woman was the ultimate insanity, but no one had ever accused him of being sane.

“You know, Lieutenant March,” she drawled in a seductive Southern accent. “You could always slip out the back door. I bet the admiral won’t even realize you’re gone.”

He stared down at her, eating up the vision of her below the neck even as he kept his gaze steady on hers. Wasn’t a chance in hell he was going to let the admiral catch him leering at his goddaughter’s ample breasts. The way the sapphire blue silk clung to them, held over the luscious mounds with the tiniest of straps. Her long chestnut hair fell down her back in thick soft waves, making his hands itch to touch it.

“Sweetheart, the admiral would fry important portions of my anatomy if I dared.” He attempted to smile, but he was damned close to swallowing his tongue as he caught sight of those sweetly curved mounds lifting in a sigh. If he wasn’t mistaken, there was a sheen of moisture popping on his brow as he fought to control the hard-on threatening beneath his slacks. This wasn’t the best place to prove to the admiral that he really was nothing more than a dog panting after a pair of pretty tits, as the bastard had recently accused him of being.

He didn’t pant after tits. He revered them. Worshipped them. He was nearly drooling over them. Maybe that did make him a dog.

He watched Miss Emerson Delaney smile. A playful curve of her lips that was a warning in and of itself. And beneath that silk was the faintest hint of nipples hardening.

“You know, I could help you sneak away,” she whispered playfully. “Admiral Holloran is, after all, my godfather. I’ll make your excuses. You aren’t looking well, you know.” She was laughing at him. Playfully. In amusement. But she was getting a kick out of the fact that he didn’t dare piss the admiral off at this point. He’d already been busted down in rank for one misdemeanor; he didn’t need to get brought down again because Emerson was in the mood to play.

“Don’t do me any favors, imp,” he growled.

She pouted back at him playfully. “But Macey, doing you a favor would just make my day complete. Didn’t you know that?”

He snorted. Likely story. If he didn’t get the hell away from her the admiral would barbecue his ass.

“Do me a favor then and find someone else to harass, kid,” he told her. “I’m in enough trouble.”

He caught the narrowing of her eyes as he made his escape, quickly. Before he lost control and let his gaze drop to those incredible breasts.

Okay, so he was a tit man. He couldn’t help it, and she had the most incredible set he’d ever seen.

He drew in a quick, fortifying breath as he made his way through the ballroom, the foyer, then quickly entered the silent, empty study that the admiral made available to his men during these jackass parties his sister insisted on throwing in his name. Holloran should get married or something, to a nice shy little wife who didn’t like parties instead of letting his sister run his social life.

He stalked across the room to the bar, pulled a glass from the shelf, and splashed in a healthy dose of whisky as he heard the door snick open behind him. And he knew. Hell, he knew who was back there.

He tossed back the whisky. “Go back outside and play, little girl.” He grimaced as he caught sight of her in the mirror over the bar. “You’re biting off more than you can chew this time.”

He’d known her for years. Known her and avoided her and lived in dread and in anticipation of the chance to touch her.

“I had a message for you.” Her voice wasn’t teasing this time, it was a chilly snap. A proper, aristocratic, holier-than-thou, kiss-my-ass whiplash of sound.

It made his dick hard. Made his balls draw tight in hunger and his fingers curl with the need to touch.

“So what’s the message?” He rubbed his hand over his face before glancing at the mirror again.

She was leaning against the door, her eyes were glittering with anger, and those lush lips were tight with irritation.

She opened the little evening bag she carried and drew a slip of paper free, extending it to him as she crossed the room, then slapping it into his open palm.

Then, he made the biggest mistake of his life. He didn’t just take the paper and tuck it in the pocket of his slacks. And he sure wasn’t dumb enough to read it. Oh hell, no. With his free hand, he gripped her wrist and jerked her to him, shoving the note in his pocket with the other and then curling his hand around her waist and jerking her tighter against his body.

Hell. Fuck. Son of a bitch.

Those firm mounds pressed against his lower chest, her head tipped back, shock and lust brightening her eyes as his head lowered.

He was crazy. He was destroying his career, right here, with a single kiss.

His lips took hers. Like a man starving for passion, a man suddenly, forcefully aware of the hunger tearing into his gut.

And he was hungry.

Her lips parted on a gasp and he was there, his tongue stroking past them, daring her to do her worst with those sharp little teeth. Wishing she would, because then, maybe, he could find the strength to release her.

But did she bite him? Did she rack her knee into his tortured balls as she should have? Hell no, she had lost her mind too. Slender arms were suddenly wrapped around his neck, fingers plowing into his hair and her lips parting, taking him, her tongue tangling with his as a rough cry whispered against his lips.

She tasted like honey and spice and she went straight to his head. Kissing her was like immersing himself in addictive sweetness. He licked at her, his tongue tangled with hers, and before he realized the idiocy of his actions his hands were tearing at the little straps of her dress, dragging them down her arms. His lips tore from hers to travel down her neck, down the arch of her throat, heading for nipples that, as the pads of his thumbs stroked over them, tightened further.

Ah hell, he couldn’t breathe, he couldn’t think. He had to taste.

He lifted her against him, and set her on the padded barstool, his hands cupping those luscious breasts, lifting them to him as his mouth captured one tight, hot bud between his lips.

He’d have thought he could hold on at that point. He’d have thought that the sheer pleasure of finally tasting Emerson’s tits would be enough to give him the control needed to hang on and enjoy it. And in doing that, he could find at least a single thought to remind him that he wasn’t just playing with fire, he was playing with his own career.

But did he think? Thought washed away when she cried his name in that breathless, shocked voice. It ripped out of his head and left him in a reality where the only thing that mattered was her fingers tangled in his hair, holding him to her breast as he sucked at that tight nipple like a man drowning in lust and pleasure.

Sharp nails pricked at his scalp, pulled at his hair, dragged him close as she arched and shoved her nipple tighter between his lips.

Thought didn’t control him now. His dick controlled him. Thick and hard and straining beneath his slacks. One hand dropped to her thigh and he began jerking that softer than soft evening gown up legs that he knew had to be softer.

This was what happened when a man denied himself. When he worked with no breaks to play. When he pushed back lust and refused to drown the hunger for one woman in another woman’s body. This was what happened. Because then weakness became hunger, and hunger became a ravenous instinct that refused to be controlled.

Until the door to the study slammed open violently, causing his head to jerk to the mirror, his gaze to clash with the enraged gaze of the admiral. The admiral who cherished his goddaughter as most men did their own children.

Admiral Samuel Tiberian Holloran. Known as the Commodore to most of the men who served under him. A tight-assed bastard where his goddaughter was concerned.

Macey shielded Emerson with his own body, her bare breasts pressed into his chest as she struggled to straighten the bodice. He felt ice form in the pit of his soul as his gaze stayed locked with the admiral’s.

“My office,” the admiral snarled. “Now!”

Holloran jerked the door open, stalked out, and slammed it with enough force that Macey was surprised the frame didn’t crack.

Drawing back, he stared down at Emerson. Her face was still flushed with pleasure, but her eyes were concerned.

“Thanks,” he snapped as he stepped back from her, watching as she dragged the straps over her shoulders, a hint of confusion, of hurt in her face.

“For what?”

“For staying away from me like I asked you to. You’re trouble, Miss Delaney. More trouble than I think I need right now.”

With that, he stalked from the study and headed for the office and the bust in rank he knew was coming. Hell, he’d just been reinstated back to lieutenant, and for what? So he could go right back down because he was hungry, hungry and hurting for a woman so far out of his league that she might as well be in another universe. The one woman Macey knew Admiral Holloran would kill him over. The one woman he very much feared held his heart.

Hell, he should have stayed home.

As he entered the hall, he drew the note Emerson had just given him from his slacks.

The admiral requests a meeting, ASAP, his office. Landry.

Hell. No wonder the admiral was pissed. God only knew when his aide had given Emerson that note. One thing was for sure, the admiral was out for blood now. His blood. And Macey knew he would be damned lucky if he survived.


ONE

Three weeks later

EMERSON HAD BEEN KIDNAPPED.

That knowledge echoed through Macey’s mind from the moment he received the admiral’s phone call to the second he had received the information informing him of her location.

She had been taken from him. As the admiral had snapped in his taciturn voice, she had been stolen. And the admiral’s blue eyes, chips of icy rage, had glared at Macey.

“You’ll find her. Find her and hide her, Macey. You’re the best, and that’s what she needs now.”

The best. Yeah, he was the best at this. Tracking, killing. The admiral had made certain his men were the best; he considered Macey one of his, despite their problems.

Now, Macey crouched in the corner of the shadowed warehouse and told himself it was all in a day’s work. He would get through it because he didn’t have a choice, and he would do it right because that was the only way he knew how to do things. Even when he fucked up, he always made it right in the end. Answering the admiral’s call at midnight was his chance.

He’d fucked up last month. He hadn’t just lost rank for messing with the wrong woman, but he had walked away from the woman as well. Dumb move. Hell, the admiral had had every right to be pissed when he demanded to know Macey’s intentions toward his goddaughter. He had, after all, just caught Macey in a rather explicitly compromising position with her.

Unfortunately, Macey hadn’t had the right answers, so to say he was surprised when the admiral called to assign him to the mission to rescue her was an understatement. But as the admiral had known, there was no keeping the information from him. There was no keeping him away from her. And that was besides the fact that the admiral knew Macey would give his own life to protect her.

It was partially his and the admiral’s fault she had been kidnapped, after all. The remnants of a terrorist and white slavery organization he had helped to destroy were now striking back at the admiral because of his part in the assassination of the head of that organization. And the admiral’s goddaughter was his only weak spot.

“Remind me to put your names on my birthday card list.” Emerson Delaney’s voice was soft and sweet, sugar-coated and so gently Southern it sounded ridiculously out of place here in the darkened warehouse. “What was your name again? Mo, Larry or Curly?”

The sound of flesh hitting flesh sent his blood temperature rising. Fine, she was a smartass, but that was no reason to hit her, and some bastard inside that warehouse had hit her. He would kill the bastard who had dared to touch her.

“You, Miss Delaney, are in no position to sneer.” The accented voice was cold, purposeful. “You will pay for your godfather’s crimes.”

“Melodramatics,” she seemed to wheeze. “Pure melodramatics. Is that a French flaw or just your charming personality?”

The bastard hit her again. Macey knew he was going to have to move before the bastard put a bullet in her head.

Blood was going to spill tonight, and it wouldn’t be Emerson’s. He’d already made up his mind that the woman was his; he had only to stake his claim and convince her of it. But first they had to get her out of here. At least he had the element of surprise. The men who had kidnapped her from her bed had no clue that their route to the warehouse had been followed.

He turned to the SEAL with him, meeting the wild blue eyes of the demon stalking behind.

Nineteen months of torture and drug experimentation on Nathan had nearly broken him. It had definitely changed the SEAL for all time, but a year later, he was holding his own. Honed, savage, a creature of rage, but holding his own.

He held up three fingers. There were three guards posted at the entrance to the warehouse. He held up two more and pointed inside the warehouse. He was getting ready to give the command for Nathan to work his way around to the other side of the warehouse when the son of a bitch held up the flat of his hand and shook his head.

Before Macey could argue, Nathan was striding around the warehouse, calm, cool as hell, and crazier than a fucking loon. Son of a bitch. Macey gritted his teeth again, grinding his molars and cursing crazy Irish men to hell and back.

“Hey, dude, I need a light.” Nathan’s voice was ruined, slurred as he stumbled against the warehouse.

“Get the fuck out of here,” one of the guards cursed.

Macey peeked around, trained his weapon on the three guards.

Macey saw Nathan’s knife gleam in the darkness a second before he buried it in a smooth, hard upward strike into the heart of the first guard. The guard gasped, gave a shudder, then appeared to stagger with Nathan’s weight, taking him closer to the other two.

Three seconds later blood coated the asphalt and three French nationals, one of whom had embassy clearance, Macey had been informed, were propped up against the wall as Nathan moved into place beside the door, his demon eyes glaring across the distance.

Who needed a whole team of SEALs? He and Nathan were enough SEALs for this job. Nathan might be a tad mentally unstable in Macey’s opinion, but he was a hell of a killer. And that sucked. It used to be that Nathan shed blood only when there was no other alternative. Now, he killed without mercy, with expediency. He gave nothing or no one a chance to strike first.

“Your godfather Admiral Holloran will regret his part in the strike against our leader,” the terrorist was raging, as though Emerson was going to give a damn. “He and that bitch daughter that betrayed her father. Once we have her, you will be executed, your deaths viewed by millions and cheered on by the loyal followers of Sorrell.”

Sorrell, the son of a bitch terrorist and white slaver they had taken down months before was rearing his ugly head again, even after death.

“Wish you luck with that.” Emerson’s voice was weak. “I really wouldn’t expect more than a few dozen loyal hits; the rest will be for entertainment value alone. Kind of like a train wreck.” Her voice was flippant, but Macey could hear the fear in it.

Nathan smiled that demon smile of his. A hard curl of his lips, the flash of strong white teeth and cold hard death. He was a killing machine now, determined to take down the last cells of the terrorist organization that had backed Sorrell. Until it was finished, he couldn’t return to his own life, couldn’t reclaim his wife.

Nathan gestured, signifying that they go in low, catch the two inside off guard, and snatch the girl. Hell, it would be risky. Too fucking risky. He shook his head and began to gesture a less risky move when Nathan crouched, slammed the door open and went in shooting.

“You stupid bastard!” Macey snarled, fury and an edge of fear growing in his gut as the sounds of gunfire exploded through the night.

He threw himself into the room, rolling to the chair Emerson was tied in and tipping it over. He jerked the knife from his boot and sliced the ropes holding her wrists and ankles. The two men with her lay in their own blood as Nathan moved quickly to cover Macey.

“There’s more coming,” Nathan hissed as Macey checked the girl quickly for injuries.

She was glaring at him. Her hazel eyes were pinpoints of fury, the green in them nearly overshadowing the brown, glittering in a rush of anger as she snarled back at him. That was Emerson—fear made her angry. Made her snap and snarl and that was a hell of a lot preferable to tears. Could he handle tears from Emerson?

“We have to run for it,” he warned her.

“You have to drag your heavy ass off me first,” she panted. “Dammit, Macey, you weigh a ton.”

“Move!” Nathan snapped behind him. “Here they come!”

He jerked her to her feet, ignoring her gasp, grabbed her by the wrist and pulled her through the shadowed, cavernous building at a low run.

“I lost a shoe,” she gasped.

“So lose the other one,” he growled, checking behind them and praying Nathan kept up rather than dropping behind to shed more blood.

That boy was going to end up getting himself killed, if he didn’t end up getting them all killed.

“I’ll put those on your tab,” she informed him, her voice bland despite the breathless quality of it and the fear in her eyes. “You can pay for them later.”

“Sure,” he snarled, jerking her around another crate as the front of the warehouse erupted in curses. “I’ll go right out and buy you a new pair.”

“They’re very hard to find,” she informed him with testy patience as he jerked her low to the floor, within feet of the back entrance, and motioned Nathan to secure the exit.

“Should he be going out there by himself?” she leaned close to his ear and voiced the question. “The bad guys would cover the back, wouldn’t they?”

Nathan gave the all-clear.

“Not this time. Shut up and run.” He pulled her behind him, moving past Nathan as he collected the automatic rifle they had hidden in the back. He followed at Emerson’s back, placing himself between her and any bullets that would have flown through the night.

Lights illuminated the warehouse and the lot in a flood of color, only a millisecond behind their rapid push through the chain-link fence that they had cut earlier. The truck was on the other side of the neighboring lot, less than a quarter of a mile and with plenty of cover. With any luck they were home free.

“I can’t run like this,” Emerson gasped behind him.

God, did he think “luck”? Didn’t he remember that luck didn’t exactly look favorably toward him, even at the best of times?

He looked back and nearly groaned. As she ran, those impressive, make-a-man’s-mouth-water breasts were jiggling, reminding him of more than one night’s worth of erotic dreams that he’d had concerning them.

“We’re almost there.” He pulled her to him, wrapped his arm around her waist, and half carried her as they snaked through the hulking, shadowed crates, equipment and vehicles that filled the industrial warehouse lot they were running through.

Nathan moved quickly ahead of them now, securing the area to the truck as Macey gritted his teeth again. Her left breast was moving against his side, a firm, erotic weight that he should be shot for noticing.

Save the girl first, he reminded himself.

But it wasn’t the breasts that drew him and Macey knew it. It was the woman, and that was what terrified him clear down to his combat boots. The woman could take him down, and he had a feeling he was getting ready to go down hard.

EMERSON DELANEY KNEW SHE was in trouble the minute hard hands jerked her from her bed and pulled her from her home. She had been driven through Atlanta surrounded by hard, cold-eyed terrorists intent on death. There hadn’t been a doubt in her mind that they intended to kill her. Just as there hadn’t been a doubt in her mind that Macey would be sent to rescue her.

Tall, over six feet four inches, perhaps six five, dark brown eyes, long dark hair, and a bad-boy sexy face. He was the rebel, the troublemaker. The man she couldn’t stop thinking about or dreaming about. And the one she knew would come for her.

Her thoughts were interrupted when Macey March tossed her into the backseat of the dual cab pickup, followed in after her, and gave the other man the order to drive. They eased out of the parking lot slowly, lights out, rather than tearing out of it in a scream of tires, which would have surely alerted any terrorists nearby.

The dark vehicle blended in with the shadows of hulking semis and eased out of the warehouse district and into the stream of traffic bordering it. The headlights came on then, and she wondered if it was okay to breathe yet.

She glanced over at Macey, aware that he was watching the traffic with narrow-eyed intent, his weapon held low against his thigh, his hand still pressing her shoulders against the soft leather seat, keeping her hidden from view.

“Could you pull my skirt down? It’s riding up.” There was a demon imp that came out every time she came in contact with the huge, taciturn SEAL. She couldn’t help it. Needling him was her favorite sport.

A large, broad hand smoothed her skirt from high on her thigh back to her knees. And he did it … slowly. As though he were savoring the act. She sure as hell was. She stared up at him in the darkness, aware of the fact that he was apparently unaffected.

“Thanks, I appreciate it.” She shifted her legs against his. “Next time I get kidnapped, remind me to wear panties.”

His expression tightened, as did the hand on her knee. “Don’t fuck with me right now.”

“I’m fully dressed, Lieutenant, so ‘fucking’ with you is the least of your worries at the moment.”

He smiled a slow, predatory smile.

“If you don’t shut that smart mouth of yours, I’ll have to shut it for you.”

“How are you going to do that?” she whispered back. Excitement churned inside her as he leaned over her, bringing his face closer, his lips so much closer, making her mouth water.

“By cutting out your tongue. I’ll blame it on the terrorists.”

She sighed with dejection. “Damn. There goes that tongue ring I was going to invest in.”

A rough chuckle sounded from the driver as Macey’s eyes narrowed in contemplation.

“Give me trouble, Em, and you’ll regret it.”

“Give me lip, Macey, and I’ll bite it.” She snapped her teeth back at him and was rewarded with a flare of lust in his gaze. Unfortunately, the lust came with more than she expected. It came with a wolf’s grin and a knowing smirk.

“Be careful, Emerson, because I’ve been known to bite back.”


TWO

EMERSON JENNIFER DELANEY WAS shaking. At least on the inside. She’d be damned if she would let Macey, the big, tough, larger-than-life Navy SEAL she’d always lusted over, see her shake on the outside. She wouldn’t let anyone see her shake on the outside if she could help it. It wasn’t acceptable. Good Navy children had a stiff upper lip and kept their fears to themselves. They weren’t whiny babies or wimps, and if they made the mistake of being one in her family, then they learned fast the error of their ways.

So she let herself shake inside. All through the ride, while her legs remained draped over his, his large hand occasionally cupping her knees as he flicked a heated look at her.

Otherwise, he watched the traffic, kept a careful check through the back window, and talked to Nathan Malone in SEAL jargon that Emerson had only halfway learned to translate throughout her life of dealing with Navy SEALs, admirals, and various officers. Even her mother was an officer, as were her aunts on her father’s side, various uncles, and cousins. Out of her entire family on her father’s side, in three generations, Emerson was the only one to buck tradition and make a life and a career outside that hallowed institution.

So, translating SEAL talk wasn’t easy.

She knew they were driving aimlessly around Atlanta to make certain there were no tails. Then, Lieutenant Malone was going to drop them off and report to the admiral. After that, there was something about hiding her in a cave. She hoped that was a joke, because, well, caves had bugs and bats and stuff, and she did not do bugs and bats and stuff.

“All’s clear,” Macey finally murmured after watching the back window for what seemed like hours. “Take us to the drop-off then head out. Clint will be straggling back into the States around daylight. Catch up with him and let him know what’s going on. Kell and Reno are OOC for a few more days.”

OOC. Okay, she could handle that one. Out of Country. “Admiral’s gonna wanna know your location,” Nathan reminded him. His ruined voice was harsh, but there was just a hint, the slightest flavor of Ireland sneaking through. She bet his voice had been a panty-wetter before he was tortured by Sorrell and his associates.

“You don’t know,” Macey reminded him. “Clint doesn’t know. Until I know we’re secure, Nathan, I trust no one. Not even the admiral.”

It was too important. Emerson was too important. And the hairs at the nape of his neck tingled at the thought of letting the location out to even the admiral.

Nathan nodded sharply as the inner city streetlights became further apart and the dimmer, more distant lights of the residential areas threw longer, darker shadows into the truck.

“Can I sit up now?” She was tired of laying on her back and staring at Macey or the ceiling. Not that Macey wasn’t a fine thing to look at, but he wasn’t paying any attention to her, so it made the discomfort a bit more noticeable.

“Not yet.” His hand tightened on her knee again and gave her a thrill. She was pathetic, really. Creaming her panties for a shift of fingers against her knee. How low could a woman sink?

“This is uncomfortable, Macey.”

“So is death.” Clipped and impersonal. She hated that voice.

“Do you believe death is uncomfortable? I’d think you’d be unaware—”

“You’re going to be gagged if you don’t shut up.” He glowered down at her.

Emerson twitched her nose. The imp inside her was shaking in fear and staying quiet wouldn’t be easy. If she wasn’t talking, goading or taunting, then she was going to start crying. And she really hated crying.

“Here we go.” Macey jerked the door open, jumped out and grabbed her legs, pulling her across the leather seat as she jerked up in response.

“Let’s go,” he ordered as he gripped her waist and set her down on the sidewalk of a less than reputable residential area.

“I don’t have shoes,” she reminded him.

He began dragging her through a row of scraggly hedges as the pickup pulled away from the curb and drove off.

She was nearly hysterical with fear, well aware of the fact that she was in a bit of trouble. After all, terrorists didn’t drag you out of a bed on the spur of the moment unless they had very bad plans for you.

She shuddered at the thought and thanked God Macey was too busy dragging her through someone’s backyard to notice.

“We’re almost there.” His voice was low, smooth, a stroke to her shattered emotions as he led her into the thick overgrowth of a neglected backyard and into the side door of a garage.

“Where are we?” she asked as he let her go and stalked through the darkness.

A second later, flashlight in hand, he moved back to her and took her arm once again.

“Watch your step here.” He led her through a maze of rusted vehicle parts before they came to the back door. He pulled aside the panel of an electronic alarm, pulled out the wires and accessed the hidden dual security panel where he punched in the security code, waited a few seconds, and reconnected the wires to the front plate before replacing it.

Dummy security plate, she thought, checking it out as he pulled her in through the door. Unusual and unexpected. Anyone who attempted to access the code, no matter the tools, jammers, or methods, would active an alarm simply by attempting to deactivate it.

The inside of the house was darker than ever, the smell a bit musty, as though it was rarely visited. There was the slide of a door, fresher air as he pulled her into a hallway, then downstairs.

Emerson tried to get her bearings. Behind her she could hear the slide of a door, then something else. A muted hum, a click, and then a burst of lights.

She brought her hand up to shield her eyes, blinking as the lights dimmed marginally.

“Sorry, I left them on full power before leaving last night.” Macey stood in the center of what she assumed was the “cave.”

She looked around. Across the room were a computer and server terminal, routers, secondary systems, and external hard drives. A metal cabinet held a stack of monitors that blinked up, the images showing the inside of a house. Each room and hallway was displayed and several others covered the darkness outside with infrared and heat-seeking capabilities.

Her gaze slid to Macey as he stalked to the main station, sat down in a chair she would give her eyeteeth for at work, and with his large, broad hands began a delicate series of commands over a straight keyboard.

Emerson eased closer to the command center, her eyes tracking over the electronics, both surveillance and stealth, her brows lifting at the impressive setup.

“Give me a minute to set up security and I’ll show you around.”

Emerson looked around and took in the small kitchen/eating area tucked into the corner beside the stairs. On the other side was an open living room with a sectional couch, plasma television with satellite reception, and a complete surround-sound speaker system. A few bookshelves. A scarred coffee table and a door that led into another room of some sort. She hoped there was a bathroom somewhere.

“Where are we?” She rubbed her hands over her arms and fought the chill beginning to invade her system.

The clock on the wall swore it was nearly five in the morning; it had felt like days rather than hours since she had been dragged from her apartment and forced into the back of a stinking van.

“The cave,” he mumbled, hunched over the keyboard, his fingers working the keys with rapid motions that she would have been impressed by if it weren’t for the fact that she was cold, exhausted, and standing on less than certain ground.

“I don’t like caves.” She bit her lip as she stared around the dark wood walls.

“Stand down, Emerson, I’ll be with you in a minute.” His voice was clipped again, impatient.

A frown jerked at the corners of her mouth; it had been a long night and she needed some fresh air… .

She came to an abrupt stop when the steps met a blank wall. Reaching out, she searched for whatever mechanism opened it. There had to be a mechanism.

“It’s electronically controlled and only I have the code.”

“Why isn’t there a regular door?”

“It’s a secured room, Emerson,” he told her quietly. “No entry in or out without my command. We’re on lockdown until Admiral Holloran and Nathan manage to figure this out and capture the leader of the cell of terrorists that took you from the house tonight. We’re going to be roommates for a while, so you might as well come on down here and let me show you around.”

“Do you have any idea when that’ll happen so I can get my life back?” She watched him, feeling uncertain, off balance. Not frightened, but neither did she feel secure within herself.

“Are you going to whine over this?” He cocked his head to the side and watched her curiously. “Funny, Emerson, I didn’t see you as a whiner. Come on, I’ll show you the bedroom and bath. You can freshen up and get some rest.”

He strode across the huge room toward the door at the far wall. Her lips parted in shock. He was ignoring her, striding away from her as though her questions were the result of a whining personality. She did not whine.

Her eyes narrowed to slits. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you, Macey?” Each word was precise, hard.

Macey paused at the door, turned and lifted his brow.

“Oh, yeah, Emerson, I’m really enjoying this. Instead of being on the streets searching down terrorists, or covering my buddies’ backs, I’m here. With you.” His gaze flicked over her body. “Where I get to sit with my thumbs up my ass, deflecting your little daggers, and praying this case breaks before the March family reunion weekend in a few weeks.”

She blinked back at him in surprise. “You have family?”

“I wasn’t exactly hatched.”

“Neither are coyotes, but that doesn’t make them domesticated,” she shot back sweetly. “Does your family live close?”

“Close enough.”

“Just close enough?” She turned and leaned against the wall, watching as he watched her.

“Why do you want to know, Em?”

He was the only one who called her Em. It sounded good, much better, and much more feminine than Emerson. But then, her father had wanted a son, not a daughter. They hadn’t been prepared with little girl names when she had been born.

“Maybe I just want to know about you.” She leaned her head against the wall, somehow enjoying how he towered over her, the way he watched her with that baffled male confusion.

“No, you don’t, you want to make me crazy.” His voice roughened as his gaze flicked down her body again. “That’s what you’re good at. Be careful, it might backfire on you this time. You’re damned good at making me crazy, and that should tell you something about this little deal heating up between us. You’re not going to walk all over me like you do the admiral or the men you work with.”

Her eyes narrowed. “I resent that remark, you know.” But she had to admit she did have that habit. “Maybe I just want to find someone who can outthink me. Can you outthink me, Macey?”

“On any low country night that you want to bring on, sweetheart.”

That voice: dark, husky, male. It did something to her. It soothed the anger and the fear and it made the hunger hotter, brighter, the need for his touch almost desperate.

His head lowered as Emerson felt the familiar slow burn, the rising mind-numbing need that began to fill her. It was more than arousal, more than hunger, and it went deeper than lust. She knew lust. She had felt it often enough before Macey. No, whatever it was her body decided it wanted from this man, it was unlike anything she had ever wanted from a man before.

“Maybe it would backfire?” She stared at his lips, mesmerized, feeling her lungs struggle for oxygen as adrenaline began to pump hard and heavy through her body. She had to curl her fingers against her side to keep from touching him, had to fight to keep from tasting his lips.

“Do you want to find out?” His lips curled into a smirk.

That smirk capped it.

“No, Macey, I want you to tease me over it,” she informed him flippantly before turning away.

She would have walked away if he hadn’t grabbed her. Again. If his fingers hadn’t curled around her wrist and the next thing she knew her breasts were cushioned against his chest and his eyes were glittering down at her.

That look haunted her dreams. That gleam of lust and awareness that there was something between them that he couldn’t fight any more than she could.

The instant his lips touched hers, it was over. She was trying to climb into his body, crawl under his skin as his lips moved to take hers.

God, this was one of the things she had loved about his first kiss. Forget an initiation or discovery. He knew what he wanted, sensed what she wanted, and gave it immediately. His lips settled over hers, his teeth nipping her lips until they parted, and his tongue rushed inside to claim territory that already belonged to him.

One large hand cupped the back of her head, and his arm tightened around her back, arching her to him. The height and breadth of his body, the powerful lean muscles, the confidence in his hold washed over her, filling her with an awareness of feminine weakness.

But fear struck her, hard and fast.

She jerked out of his hold, catching the look of surprise on his face as she stumbled away. She couldn’t think. Instinct and reaction surged inside her. Her veins were pounding with the rush of blood that fueled the arousal.

What she just experienced was even more intense than the first kiss. More fiery, harder to control.

As she stared back at him, fighting to make her tongue work, to forget the feel of his against it. He smiled down at her with something akin to tenderness. Surprising, wicked tenderness.

“Gets hot, doesn’t it, Em?” he crooned, moving toward her, his head lowered, his eyes dark.

Before she could consider evading him, his hands curved around her upper arms, his hold light, her response to his touch almost violent. His head lowered to her neck, his lips pressing against the throbbing vein pulsing just beneath the skin. The heated caress had her breath catching, her eyelids fluttering with sensual weakness.

“This isn’t a very good idea.” She licked her dry lips nervously, wondering why it was stronger, why it was hotter than that first kiss a month before, why it made her weaker, made her burn brighter.

He snorted as he raised his head. “No kidding. The last time the admiral caught me groping you I lost rank. Maybe you owe me for that, Emerson. From lieutenant to junior lieutenant isn’t fun and games. I should at least get a taste of what I paid for, don’t you think?”

Hurt flashed inside her. “I had nothing to do with that.”

He shrugged as she jerked away from him. “The admiral might have ignored that last little infraction if he hadn’t caught me devouring your tits. I think that tipped the balance.”

Emerson felt the flush burning in her face and the anger blooming in her mind.

“He didn’t see anything.” She could feel the breath strangling in her throat at the thought of what her godfather had walked in on and the lecture he had given her hours later.

“He didn’t have to see.” Macey’s voice dropped, the arousal that still burned in his eyes brightening as his gaze flickered over her body. “The position of my head was self-explanatory. And if you don’t stop pushing me, sweetheart, you’re going to find my lips there again, and next time, I won’t stop. Now, go shower, crawl into bed, and stop arguing with me. Arguing with you just makes me harder.”

It made him harder? It was making her wetter. And if she didn’t get out of this secured basement that he called a cave and away from him, then it was going to make her jump feet-first into a relationship that she knew had the potential to break her heart.

He didn’t want her, he wanted her body. He didn’t want her heart, he just wanted sex. And reminding herself wasn’t easy when he was standing there, his jeans straining with his erection, his gaze hot and hungry. She was terribly afraid that reminding herself was going to do very little good.


FOUR

“COME ON, WE BOTH need to get some rest.” Macey forced himself to ignore the hard-on torturing him. He had his pet snake to put away before she went to bed. Drack was his defense. It hated guns, and anyone with the ability to access his cave would no doubt be packing a gun. He didn’t think Emerson would appreciate curling up with a full-grown anaconda on her first night here.

Besides, there was something in her eyes that pricked at his heart, that had him releasing her slowly and stepping back. Not exactly fear of him, but there was fear there, uncertainty, innocence. And the look didn’t make sense to him.

He knew she’d had lovers before, he’d made it his business to know. He knew her medical history and the fact that she had lost her virginity between the ages of eighteen and nineteen.

She wasn’t promiscuous, but he knew she wasn’t a prude. Unfortunately, she might be too damned innocent for the likes of him, because the things he wanted to do with her would have had a call girl blushing.

She didn’t speak as he turned away and opened the bedroom door. Flipping the lights on, Macey had to clench his teeth against the sight of the huge bed across the room: plenty large enough for two people to play some hellaciously erotic games on.

Dumb thought, he told himself, shaking his head as he felt her move into the room cautiously.

Striding to the walk-in closet, he pulled one of his t-shirts from one of the drawers built in beneath the hanging clothes. From another drawer he pulled free a pair of his sister Stacey’s cotton leggings. She was always leaving clothes scattered around the upper level of the house.

Moving from the closet he glanced at where Emerson stood in the center of the room, staring around it, resignation filling her face.

She might as well resign herself to it. Other than the bolt hole, this place was locked up tighter than Fort Knox. There was no getting in and no getting out without his help.

“Shower’s in here.” He moved to the door at the far end of the room, opened it, and flipped the lights on. “Towels and washrags are under the sink, fresh soap, both bar and that shower gel gunk my sister likes, is on the shelf beside the tub. Get whatever you need.”

“Now you have a sister, too.” She was leaning against the doorframe, looking around the bathroom with hazel eyes that were gleaming a brighter green than before. “Guess you weren’t hatched after all, Macey.”

“Guess I wasn’t,” he drawled, his lips quirking as he watched white, sharp little teeth nibble at her lower lip.

She was nervous. He rarely saw Emerson nervous, and had never seen her uncertain, until now. Seeing it in her made him want to kill. It made him wish he was hunting terrorists with Nathan and drawing their blood. It plain pissed him off that Emerson would know so much as a moment of uncertainty or fear.

He watched as she backed out of the doorway and turned to the bedroom again. Her shoulders were stiff, her head held high, and as he moved around her he caught the flicker of indecision on her face. “I want you to promise me you won’t try to leave while I’m trying to sleep, Em.”

“I am not stupid, Macey.”

“I didn’t say you were stupid,” he assured her. “But you’re headstrong as hell. The admiral gave the orders, sweetheart; calling him or trying to run to him isn’t going to do anything but endanger your life. And if I have to stand and listen to another bastard strike you, I just might have to lose my temper.”

He reached out to run the backs of his fingers over the bruise that had formed on her cheek, remembering the killing rage that had swept through him when he heard the blow.

“It wouldn’t do a lot for me, either,” she assured him, pulling away from him as a flush brightened her cheeks and renewed arousal glittered in her eyes.

Oh, she was hot. As hot as he was and just as ready for bedroom aerobics as he was; she was just more cautious.

Macey caught her arm as she turned away from him, holding her steady as her gaze flashed back to his. Wide, wary, her eyes glittered like emeralds and threatened to ensnare him in a web of arousal.

“I told you this wasn’t a good idea.” Her breath hitched as he curled his arm around her waist and pulled her to his body once more.

He couldn’t help it. He needed to feel her breasts against his chest again, needed the taste of her kiss going to his head like potent liquor.

“It’s the only idea.”

Her lips parted, whether to protest or meet his kiss he wasn’t certain, so he took the kiss.

It was late. Weariness was dragging at both of them, but he couldn’t help it; one more taste, one more touch, that was all he needed. His head lowered, his lips touching hers gently as he stared into her eyes. He didn’t take the kiss this time, he eased into it, eased her into it. He licked at her lips until they parted further. He nipped at the lower curve and felt her ragged breath of response, watched her lashes flutter as her hands clenched on his upper arms.

And he felt that tight clench in his heart again, the one that had warned him years ago that Emerson’s touch went deeper than flesh. Deeper than bone.

Macey could tell that she didn’t know whether to push him away or to pull him closer to her. Her breathing was harsh, irregular, those temptingly full breasts moving against his chest heavily. He wanted to fill his hands with them, feel her hard little nipples against his tongue again. He wanted to devour her.

“Macey, please …” A whisper-soft plea fell from her lips as he licked over them, her eyes dilating, the small ring of green darkening in arousal.

Macey cupped her cheek with one hand, his thumb relishing the feel of satiny flesh dewed with moisture. He could feel her burning, heating up for him.

“I want to touch you, Em.” He nipped at her lower lip. “I want to feel you silky and wet.” His hand moved from her cheek, down her neck, her shoulder. Going lower, he watched her eyes, her expression, each nuance of emotion that flickered over her face as he gripped the material of her skirt and drew it upward.

She trembled in his arms, a delicate little ripple of response that fanned the flames inside his own body higher. He was burning for her. Touching her was addictive; the more of her soft, sweet flesh that he touched, the more he wanted to touch. The more he needed to touch.

As the material of her skirt cleared her thighs, Macey watched Emerson’s lips tremble, part, fight to draw in air.

“Can I touch you, Emerson?” he whispered, his fingertips running along the elastic band of her panties as they curved around the cheek of her rear.

“Macey …” There was protest and hunger, fear and need resonating in the tone.

“Just a little touch,” he crooned, keeping his voice soft, cajoling.

Touching her meant everything. Touching her right now was as imperative as breathing.

He moved his hand around her thigh again, sliding his fingertips over the soft damp crotch of her panties.

“Emerson.” He groaned her name as his forehead rested against hers. “You’re wet.”

Her face flushed brighter as her hips jerked, pressing her silk-covered flesh more firmly against his fingers. She wanted, she needed, just as desperately as he did.

He moved his hand higher, slid his fingers into the low band of her panties, and a groan tore from his throat as his fingers feathered over damp curls. Sweet, heated dampness beaded on silky curls, drawing his touch, his hunger, as nothing else could have.

He couldn’t stop himself. He had to have more. He wanted to see her face, watch her eyes as he took more. And he did. His fingers slid into the narrow slit, parted sweetly swollen folds, and found the nectar of the gods.

“You’re hot.” He was burning alive in her heat. “Hot and sweet, Emerson.”

Hot and sweet. Emerson stared back at Macey, fighting to breathe, to make sense of the wild sensations tearing through her. She couldn’t find the strength to pull away from him this time. She felt weak, senseless, unable to process anything but the pleasure. The feel of his fingers sliding through her pussy, parting the sensitive lips, circling the entrance to her vagina.

She lifted closer, standing on her tiptoes, desperate to encourage his fingers to delve further, to slip inside her, to ease the tight knot of pressure building in her womb.

She needed to orgasm. Oh yeah, she needed that so bad. Just this once, in his arms, to know the culmination of this pleasure.

A finger slipped inside her. Calloused, firm, confident, it parted the tight muscles and sent her senses careening. Flames seared her nerve endings and she felt as though she was burning alive in his embrace, coming apart at each touch.

“This is going to be mine, Emerson,” he snarled, his finger thrusting inside her, sending waves of heat and violent pleasure through every cell of her body. “You’re going to be mine. You know you are.”

“Macey.” Her head tipped back as she fought the sensations. “You don’t understand …”

His fingers moved inside her, fracturing her senses. But nothing could cover the feel of something … something smooth twining around her ankle.

She jerked, looked down. Her eyes widened. Terror ripped through her senses as a blood-curdling scream tore from her throat.

Emerson jumped as a pointed head lifted, the flickering tongue touching her bare ankle. Nothing mattered but escape.

She was screaming, screeching, trying to crawl into Macey’s body, frantic to evade a bite from the biggest, most terrifying snake she had ever seen in her life.

One minute she was climbing Macey’s body, the next he was cursing and they were falling. Was he laughing?

They rolled away from the too-long, too-thick reptile, but it wasn’t enough. Emerson scrambled to escape. She felt her knee hit Macey’s body, heard his grunt, his strangled curse. Clawing at the wood floor, she finally managed to drag herself up on the bed, panting, certain the snake had followed.

But it was gone. It was gone and Macey was curled up on the floor, his hands cupped between his thighs as something between a laugh and a groan left his throat.

“It’s a snake!” She jumped to the floor now that it seemed to be gone and tugged on his arm. “Get up, Macey. It’s huge. Oh my God, it’s horrible.”

He was laughing?

Emerson stared around the room, caught sight of the huge reptilian head peeking from beneath a chair and screamed again. She was back on the bed, staring at the chair in horror.

“Macey, get up. Oh my God. Macey, get up.” The head was the size of a platter, and surely its mouth was large enough to swallow an ankle whole.

“Drack.” Macey groaned, pulling himself to his knees and giving a faintly wheezing cough.

“Are you crazy?” she screamed, watching the chair carefully. “Where’s the gun? Tell me and I’ll get it.” She was terrified he wasn’t going to get off the floor in time.

“Drack.” He laughed; he was laughing, for pity’s sake.

Emerson stared back at him, fighting the panic, the fear.

“What the hell is Drack? Macey, please get on the bed.”

He laughed harder.

“What’s so funny?” she cried, still keeping an eye on the chair. “Would you please get in the bed until we can find a gun.”

He straightened, bent over laughing again, then restraightened.

“You just terrified my anaconda, Em. And de-manned me all in the same whack. Hell, I bet you’re related to Morganna.” He laughed again, drawing her shocked gaze as his words began to register.

“You live with a snake?” she wheezed.

“Well, she lives here.” He snickered, moved to the far wall, and pressed a lever.

And there it was, the biggest aquarium she had ever seen, ripples of water, foliage and flat stones displayed behind glass as Macey opened the door.

“Come on, Drack, time to go home.”

Drack. The snake. The huge snake. The twelve foot-long, at the very least, reptile slithered from beneath the chair with lazy ease and slid into the aquarium.

Once it was inside, Macey closed and locked the glass door before turning back to her with a grin.

“She watches the place while I’m gone.”

Emerson sat down slowly, staring at the well-lit aquarium, certain her heart had stopped and she had died.

“She lives here?”

“Right in there.” Macey nodded, chuckling as he pointed over his shoulder at the glass-enclosed cage.

“You should have left me with the terrorists,” she said. “It would have saved them the trouble of recapturing me after I leave here. Because no way, no how, not in a million years am I staying here with a snake.”


FIVE

EMERSON’S SLEEP WAS RESTLESS that morning, filled with visions of a naked Macey and an anaconda twined around his body rather than her. Flickering tongue and slitted eyes dared her to touch his gleaming, muscular body.

She shouldn’t have been bothered by it. She didn’t consider herself innocent; sometimes she considered herself too jaded, too cynical. She had learned years ago that defending her heart wasn’t easy. She wasn’t like her family. The Navy, preserving honor and tradition, had meant more to them than trying to understand the clumsy, too-emotional child they had found themselves stuck with.

Her parents had been overprotective, and each time she tried to protest the restrictions, her parents had pulled the guilt card. They were trying to protect her. They couldn’t work if she was constantly crying for their attention or arguing over their precautions. So Emerson had kept her mouth shut and endured. Until her graduation from high school, until she left on her own for college and began carving out her own life.

But she had learned that those lessons she had missed as a child held her back now. She succeeded in her career, enjoyed it and the company she worked with. But interaction, allowing herself to be vulnerable, defenseless enough to allow herself to belong anywhere or with anyone, had become impossible.

Now, lying on Macey’s big bed, that monster snake curled in the glass tank across the room, she admitted that she had never felt that loss more keenly than she did now.

She could have been curled against him, reveling in a fantasy come to life. Macey had starred in her most erotic dreams for nearly two years. But as she lay there, she realized he had somehow managed to situate himself into her heart.

If he were any other man that she desired, then she could have at least taken the physical pleasure he could give. If she hadn’t hungered for more than just his touch, if she didn’t crave more than just his kiss or the heated possession of his body.

Shaking her head, she forced herself from the bed, glancing at the bedside table and the clock set there. It said twelve, but if it was noon or midnight, she had no idea. There were no windows in the basement Macey called the cave, no way of telling if it were day or night.

She glanced at the glass cage and watched as the snake, Drack, Macey had called it, flicked its tongue out, her eyes slitted and displaying something akin to curiosity.

It figured Macey would own an anaconda. He couldn’t do anything the easy way, could he?

“Well, she’s awake,” he spoke from behind her, his voice lazy and amused as she straightened the bed.

“Is it noon or midnight?” Whichever it was, she needed coffee before she took someone’s head off.

“Noon. Sunny and in the high nineties. Weather guy said it might hit a hundred before evening. Be thankful we’re nice and cool down here rather than sweltering out there.”

“I like the heat.”

“Yeah, I like it hot too,” he assured her. “Want me to turn off the AC?”

Emerson shook her head. “Do whatever you want to as long as you have coffee.”

“I couldn’t live without it. I also have lunch on the stove and ready to eat. You can shower first if you like. Homemade veggie beef soup and bread. It’s one of my specialties.”

She straightened and stared back at him suspiciously.

“Soup out of a can doesn’t constitute homemade just because you fixed it on your own stove, Macey.”

She turned and caught the flash of his smile as he leaned against the doorframe, his arms crossed over his broad chest.

“Homemade means from scratch, smartass.” He laughed at her. He was the only person she knew who had the nerve to actually laugh at her to her face.

“It’s safe to eat?” She moved to the dresser and gathered the shirt and leggings he had left there the night before for her to wear.

“It’s not safe to snarl at me when you first get up,” he told her, though the vein of laughter hadn’t left his voice. “Where did you come by that prickly attitude, Em? It’s cute as hell most of the time, but when a man’s trying to seduce you, you should soften it some.”

“I do, when I want to be seduced.” Her return smile was tight, but the tension whipping through her was anything but anger.

She could feel his touch. His lips on her breasts, his fingers between her thighs, and that was a very dangerous thing to remember.

“Go ahead and shower.” He shook his head at her, his overly long hair brushing his shoulders as his gaze softened. “I’ll put the coffee on and feed you. Maybe you’ll be nicer then.”

“You like that dream world you live in, don’t you?” she asked him, though she had to admit she wanted to smile. It was impossible to stay mad at Macey for long. Irritated, yes. Frustrated most often. But anger wasn’t an emotion she could sustain around him when he was trying to be nice.

“Hey, baby, my dream world is what it’s all about.” He grinned wickedly. “Want to know the part you play?”

“No thank you, I think I can probably figure that one out on my own.”

She escaped quickly to the bathroom and the shower with his chuckle lingering on the air behind her. Damn him, he was getting under her skin and she knew it. It was bad enough that she had all these pesky emotions to deal with, but dealing with them while the object of them was around wasn’t going to be easy.

She showered quickly, dried her hair, and dressed in her borrowed clothes before striding into the living room and toward the smell of coffee and homemade soup. If the smell was anything to go by, it was going to be delicious.

“On the stove.” He was sitting at the computer, a security program working through several formulas and protocols, if the screen she managed to read meant anything.

“We had a bit of action around here early this morning sometime after we arrived,” he told her as he pointed to two monitors off to his left.

A replay showed the black van had pulled up in the alley and the four men had exited it. Dressed in overalls, they had entered the backyard and began canvassing the outside of the house.

“Did they manage to get in?” She moved to the control center and watched as Macey flipped through several commands to show each view of the house.

“They didn’t get in, but only because they managed to figure out the garage alarm had a false code box.” He shrugged at that. “They moved back when they saw that, seemed to be checking for signs of life. They had all their heat-seeking and sound-detection devices.” He shook his head as the replay followed the men working around the house with black boxes.

“Military devices?” She leaned in to look closer. “I thought they were still in the R&D phase.”

“So did I,” he grunted as he rubbed at his jaw and leaned back in his chair. “That means our boys have some military connections we haven’t managed to pinpoint.”

“Have you tried contacting anyone from the team yet?” she asked, watching one of the men, trying to pierce the shadows cast by the ballcap he had pulled low over his forehead.

He looked familiar. Something about the shape of his jaw and the way he moved made her think she had seen him someplace before.

“I’m not risking it.” Macey shook his head. “Any transmissions out of the house could be tracked at this point. I have all Internet and broadband shut down for the time being. Reno knows how to get a message to me, if one is needed. Right now we’re just laying low.”

The monitors flipped from playback to real-time view, showing the peaceful, tree-shadowed street and kids playing in the yard next door.

“Why do you live here?” She stared at him in bemusement. “I would have figured you for a man with an apartment, not the responsibility of such a large house.”

“Emerson, Emerson.” He shook his head sadly. “I’m a family-type man, I told you that. The house belongs to my parents, more or less. They moved out to the farm with the grandfolks a few years back and I watch after it. I’m not an apartment sort of guy. Too many restrictions.”

“Too many nosy neighbors?”

“You haven’t lived on a residential block, have you, sweetheart?” He snorted. “Try block parties, someone knocking at the door at midnight to borrow a tool or to stop and chat. Old guys giving you women advice and old ladies warning you not to listen to them. Trust me, an apartment would be a hell of a lot more private.”

By the tone of his voice, he didn’t seem to mind the advice or the midnight visits. That should have surprised her more, she realized; the fact that it didn’t worried her.

“What about you?” He swiveled around in his chair as she moved to the kitchen and the smell of coffee. “Why an apartment over a house?”

She lifted her shoulders in a shrug. “Too much room for just one person. I wanted something smaller.” Too many open rooms to wander through alone would have driven her crazy, made the loneliness sharper.

She didn’t glance back at him; she couldn’t. Macey would see things she knew were better kept hidden, both for her peace of mind and for the state of her heart.

A heart that was rapidly beating out of control. She hadn’t missed the sexual wickedness blazing in his eyes when he had stared at her moments before. She could feel it now, his gaze roaming over her back, her butt as she fixed her coffee. She would eat later, but for now, she needed a clear head to deal with Macey.

“You don’t seem to return home to Virginia a lot,” he commented as he leaned back in his chair and watched her quizzically. “The admiral seemed a little put out that your parents hadn’t seen you for a while.”

She took her coffee to the small round table and stared back at him resentfully. She didn’t want to discuss her family, but she could see the determination in his face.

“Why would the admiral mention my family?”

“He had a hard time contacting them when you were taken by those French terrorists.”

“They have a life.” She sipped at her coffee and tried to ignore the hurt.

“They also have a daughter,” he said tightly.

“A daughter who, as you said, rarely returns home. Look, Macey, we don’t have family reunions; sometimes we manage to catch dinner together if I’m there on business or they’re here to see the admiral about something. We aren’t tied at the hip.”

“You don’t have to be tied at the hip to be a family,” he pointed out. “You don’t seem like the type of woman who would distance herself like that from family. You’re close to the admiral, but not your mom and dad.”

Mother and father, not mom and dad. She shook her head.

“This is really none of your business.”

“I’ve met your parents,” he said.

Emerson stared back at him directly, keeping her gaze cool. She didn’t want to hear this, but she had a feeling a family-minded person like Macey would have to see her actions in a less than complimentary light.

“They’re cold as hell.” He sighed. “It’s hard to imagine you growing up with them. Tell me they at least loved you.”

“They loved me.” In their own way. Bemused, irritated, often uncertain what to do with her, but they had loved her.

His expression tightened, then seemed to clear as curiosity took over. “What was the one thing you always wanted as a child and didn’t get?”

The shift in the conversation threw her off balance, had her answering before she thought.

“A treehouse.” Regret shimmered in her voice because she couldn’t stop it. “I wanted a treehouse.”

“Your parents owned a fifty-acre estate and you didn’t have a treehouse?”

“Everything had its place.” Except her. She had never figured out where her place was there. “A treehouse didn’t fit into the scheme of things.”

“Everyone needs a treehouse,” he said softly, rising from his chair and moving to her.

Before she could move or avoid him, he was by her chair, his hand sliding into her hair, his lips stealing a quick kiss. “Don’t worry, Em, one of these days, I’ll give you a treehouse.”

Sure he would. She shook her head and smiled at the thought as he released her and moved to get a cup of coffee for himself. She knew and understood promises and how easily they could be broken. Not just for children. She could have survived the broken promises as a child, gotten over them, gone on. But she had learned as an adult as well how easily even the most sincere promises were broken.

“I’ll settle for the ability to return to my apartment. Do that for me, Macey, and you’ll have my eternal gratitude.”

“That and more,” he stated, moving back through the kitchen to his computer. “I promise you, Emerson, I’m going to have that and more.”



FIVE

HE WAS FALLING FOR her. Three days later Macey sat hunched over his computer keyboard and tried to make sense of his own tangled emotions.

He knew he cared too much for her; hell, he had known that for the past two years. He dreamed about her, fantasized about her, and for the past two years hadn’t managed to find a single woman he wanted to fuck because none of them were Emerson.

The problem was, he didn’t just want to fuck her. He wanted to give her treehouses.

And now he wondered: who would take Drack? That was sad. He’d had Drack since he was a boy. Hell, he loved that cold-hearted reptile and would have laughed at the idea of giving him up because a woman was scared of him. But instead of laughing, his first instinct was to find Drack a home, because his heart, his soul warned him that an anaconda had no place within a family.

Family.

Geeze, the admiral would put a bullet between his eyes if he even suspected what Macey was thinking, wouldn’t he? Or had he already suspected it?

And God forbid if Emerson should suspect. But the fact was, she belonged to him. Didn’t matter what the admiral thought about it, didn’t matter the price to be paid. Though he somehow suspected the admiral was a step ahead of him here.

Emerson fit him, and he was going to make damned sure she understood that he fit her too, before this was over.

And for the time being he was going to thank God that the admiral couldn’t get ahold of him.

Complete communications blackout meant no messages transmitted to or from the team, Admiral Holloran, favorite friends, family, or associates of the dark and shadowed variety.

The blackout meant freedom from the admiral. He wasn’t about to restrict his own freedoms, not when he needed information and he knew damned certain he was secure. And the information he was after pertained to the case; at least that’s what he told himself. He had no intentions of letting anyone know he was checking out Emerson. Especially not Emerson herself.

He turned his head toward the bedroom door again, smirked, and pulled up her FBI file. Hell, who could have guessed Miss Goody Two-Shoes had an FBI file? My my my.

Picture. Stats. Hmm. No bra size, but he could guess that one.

A nice Macey handful. He looked at his hand, curled it just right, and felt his palm itch at the remembered feel of silky flesh.

Whew. Blowing out a hard breath, he shook his head and went back to the computer screen while keeping a careful ear out for the opening of the bedroom door.

Okay, FBI file. She even had a low-level security clearance. He scratched at his jaw, his eyebrows lifting as he scrolled down the screen and scanned the information. She worked for Diasonis, he knew that. The high-level programming, analysis, computer design and integrations firm was a favorite with the Bureau.

He knew her college degree was in communications, design, and integration. As he read, he pursed his lips in surprise. She was good. She’d designed several integrated programs the Bureau was currently using. Nothing compared to those on his own personal setup, but he liked to think he had equipment the Bureau couldn’t touch.

He backed out of the Bureau’s files before heading into Diasonis. That was a little harder. The Bureau’s system was well known to him, its back doors as familiar to him as his own. Diasonis was a little more complicated.

He was working his way through the first pass when he heard the door. Damn. He backed out carefully, his fingers moving quickly over the keyboard as he exited the system, not that he’d managed to get in far, and cleared the program as she stepped into the living area.

“There’s chili on the stove.” He turned, tilted his head to the stove, and reactivated the virtual war game he had standing ready.

She glanced at the monitor and moved to the stove. “What time is it?”

“Nearly eight in the evening. You slept a long time, Em. Feeling rested?” He moved his player around a tree, collected a rocket launcher, and blew a tank to hell and back. A thousand points and no sound behind him.

He jerked his head around to take a quick look, and froze.

He blinked, eye level with breasts he dreamed about, covered in nothing but one of his t-shirts. She hadn’t been close to him in forty-eight hours. She had maintained distance, kept a wary eye on him, and ignored most of his questions and attempts at conversation.

She had been hiding, if only inside herself, and he knew it. For the time being, he had allowed her to hide. The nice thing about his cave was the fact that sooner or later she was going to have to acknowledge him, him and the sexual tension, not to mention the emotional tension rising between them.

Two years he had waited, and she knew it. Two years too long.

“You’re losing your game.”

He lifted his gaze to her face, his eyes meeting her narrowed ones.

“My breasts aren’t part of your game, Macey. You just lost.”

A distant virtual explosion sounded behind him as she moved away. Macey sighed dejectedly and turned back to the computer. Oh well, the game was just there to hide his activities, not to actually win. He’d already beaten that sucker months ago anyway.

He swiveled around in his chair to watch as she moved across the room to the kitchenette. She was wearing one of his t-shirts and a pair of his sister’s cotton sleep leggings and socks. Damn, she looked too young to be here, too young for the thoughts running through his brain.

He watched her ass as she reached up into a cabinet and pulled out a bowl. His teeth clenched in an effort to maintain control as the twin cheeks bunched and rippled when she moved back to the stove and filled the bowl with chili.

When she turned, his gaze was lifted innocently to her face as he fought every male instinct to drop his eyes to those pretty unbound breasts again.

SHE COULD HAVE HIM, a little voice reminded Emerson. How many times over the past two years had he let her know just how easily she could have him?

“So when can I get out of here and back to my life? Any news yet?”

“What’s the hurry? Do you have someone besides the admiral waiting for you on the outside?”

She didn’t like the tone of his voice, didn’t like the friendliness in it, or the silent invitation to spill her guts to him. She had no secrets; she had no reason to feel sorry for herself.

“I have a full life.” She shrugged easily.

“And an empty bed.” His voice lowered, the black velvet tone stroking over her senses as he moved toward her.

“My bed is none of your business, Macey. When I want a man there, I have no trouble filling it.”

And how many times had she had done that? Too few. And they had been gone too quickly.

“Why are you so defensive with me, Em?” he asked then, his tone too soft, too knowing, too sexy. “You snap and snipe at me as though I’ve done something to hurt you. If I have, I’d be more than willing to kiss it and make it better.”

He was teasing. That playful, come-hither male sexiness that she found so hard to resist. That she had to resist. Otherwise, there would be no way she could hide the feelings she had for him. Feelings that went beyond scratching a little sexual itch while they were confined together.

“If I’m so hard to be around, why did you take this job?” she asked.

“Why did I take this assignment?” He leaned close, his lips curving into a smile, his dark eyes gleaming with sexual intent. “I took this job to finally get into your pants, Em. To get you under me, around me, and to get so deep inside you that the last thing you think about is pushing me away. That’s why I let your godfather maneuver me like the good little SEAL I am. Now, answer my question. Why, Emerson Delaney, do you try to push me away every damned time I get close enough to do that?”

“I don’t know, Macey,” she snarled. “Maybe I don’t want to join the Macey’s Castoff’s club. Sorry, Lieutenant, but being part of the crowd never appealed to me, and being a part of your crowd appeals even less. So why don’t you stop trying to seduce me, get on your handy-dandy made-for-spying computer and find me a way out of this. Otherwise, we’re going to end this little fiasco as enemies, rather than the fragile friendship I thought we had managed to maintain.”

His brows lifted, amusement filling his expression.

“Do you let all your friends suck your hard little nipples in your godfather’s study, Em? If you do, I think I’m going to need to spank you.”

Flames raced through her body. Warning alarms were clanging through her head. But when his head lowered, his hand sliding into her hair to hold her still, feeling his lips on hers again, she was lost. Lost in the touch of a man she knew she could never hold, and unwilling to break free, because nothing, at no time in her life, had ever felt as right as Macey’s kiss. Macey’s touch. As belonging to Macey, if only for this moment.


SIX

HE WASN’T STOPPING THIS time.

Macey eased over the back of the couch, keeping his lips on Emerson’s, tasting the wild passion and honeyed sweetness of her kiss, her tongue, letting himself become trapped in her pleasure and his own.

This was the snare, and he knew it. A pleasure unlike any other that he had known in his life. For the first time, he could feel his lover’s pleasure as well as his own, and he was trapped within it. He wasn’t touching, stroking, giving pleasure in the hopes of having that pleasure returned. Hell no. Hearing her pleasure, feeling her tremble with it, the sound of it echoing in her shaking moan, that was pleasure.

He stroked his tongue over Emerson’s lips, felt them tremble as he took another short, drugging kiss. He let his hands move over her shoulders as he tried to sate himself with the sweetness of her lips and her inquisitive little tongue.

But there was no sating himself and he knew it. Had known it since that first kiss.

“Come here, Em.” He lowered her to the couch as her velvety hazel green eyes opened and she stared back at him with pleasure.

“Macey.” She licked her lips, and he followed suit.

He let his tongue run over them before taking another hard, quick taste of her.

“Don’t think, baby,” he whispered. “Let me touch you. Have you. Don’t you know I’d beg for just another taste?”

“Macey.” She blinked drowsily, sensually, her hands fluttering to his shoulders. He watched the hunger overcome the hesitancy in her eyes. “Why?”

“Because I can’t fight it any longer.”

“But you’ll break my heart.” He heard her breath hitch as his lips became distracted by the long, slim line of her neck. “You know you’re going to break my heart.”

He jerked his head up, his eyes narrowing on hers. “I take care of what’s mine, Emerson. Every part of it. And whether you end up liking it or not, sweetheart, you’re mine.”

Her arms curved around his neck, and he set out to mark his territory. The primal need to possess had him by the balls now, and he had a feeling it wasn’t going to release him anytime soon.

As his hand flattened beneath her shirt on the bare flesh of her stomach, a moan slipped past Emerson’s lips into the kiss he was stealing from her soul. Calloused and warm, the tips of his fingers stroking her flesh had her nerve endings howling in pleasure.

They strained together, hips arching, bearing down, the thick length of his cock pressed against her saturated core as her hands curved around his back, her nails digging into the material of his shirt.

It wasn’t enough, she needed to touch his flesh, needed to feel it against her. She tore at the cloth, tugging it upward to his shoulders, revealing the tough skin and hard muscles of his back. Pleasure whipped through her palms as she stroked his flesh and felt him tense tighter against her.

“Get naked,” he growled, tearing his lips from hers, lifting just enough to jerk his shirt from his body, then her shirt followed. A dark, almost black patch of chest hair arrowed along his hard abs and into the band of his jeans.

Her hands tore at the belt cinching his waist, pulling it free as his hands worked on the metal snap and zipper.

She tugged at the material, pulling it over his hips with one hand as she parted the front edges, pulled the snug boxer briefs from the thick length of flesh it covered and felt her mouth go dry.

His cock was so hard and the skin stretched so tight it appeared painful. Heavy veins throbbed in hungry demand and the wide, dark crest pulsed with a heartbeat all its own, pushing a silky pearlescent bead of pre-cum from the narrow slit.

“Oh God, Macey,” she whispered, desperation coloring her voice as she held the heavy flesh, stroking it, her pussy clenching at the thought of accommodating it.

She lifted her eyes along his tight abs, his heaving chest, to meet his dark eyes. He watched her as well, his expression tight, honed with hungry lust as she stroked the length of his erection.

“I want to taste you,” she whispered. “All of you.”

“For God’s sake, hurry,” he groaned. “If I don’t touch you, taste more of you, it might kill me.”

She wanted to smile at that. Had any man ever been so desperate to touch her? She knew there hadn’t been.

She sat up on the couch, her legs between his spread thighs. She lowered her head, the fingers of both hands curling around the heavy shaft as she licked the little bead of creamy liquid from the head of his cock.

The savage groan that tore from his throat shocked her, excited her. Hands slid into her hair roughly, bunching it and clenching in the strands.

Fiery bursts of heat spread through her scalp. Her mouth opened, covered the swollen head, and sucked it in. She gloried in the strangled curse that fell from his lips. Her tongue swiped over the tight flesh, curled around it and rubbed the underside, that sensitive little area just beneath the head.

“Emerson, darlin’.” His voice was rough, thick and heavy with pleasure.

He was close to the edge. She could tell by the tight length of his cock, the throb of blood beneath the flesh. The fingers of one hand cupped his balls, feeling the taut sac ripple beneath her touch.

She sucked at him firmly, finding more pleasure in the act than she ever had before. He tasted male, clean and strong, vibrant and aroused. The taste could become addictive.

As she sucked, her gaze lifted to his again. A moan caught in her chest as his eyes met hers. His lips, so sensually curved, were parted, his strong, white teeth clenched tight.

“So beautiful,” he groaned hoarsely. “Keep looking at me, Em. God, your eyes are beautiful. Your face. So beautiful. Your mouth so hot, so sweet.”

Her mouth was filled with his flesh, with the taste of him, the heat of him.

“Do you know what you do to me, watching me like that? Sucking my dick and staring at me as though you were starving for the taste of me?”

She felt her face flush, watching the satisfaction that filled his eyes.

“Such a pretty blush. Such a wicked little mouth.”

He was fucking that mouth with slow, easy strokes. He wasn’t digging in or trying to ram it down her throat. He wasn’t in a hurry to release. He was letting her enjoy, letting her taste, stroke.

Pleasure. It was in her eyes. She was drowning in her own pleasure right now, finding joy in touching him, even knowing she might not know the same consideration.

*   *   *

LOVE HER HEART, HE was going to eat her alive. He was going to have her screaming in orgasm, have her begging to be fucked, to be taken, possessed before the night was over. He’d take that look out of her eyes once and for all.

He watched the head of his cock disappear into her mouth once more, bit back a curse as her mouth surrounded it, her tongue stroked it, and she sucked at it with heated hunger. Her moan was another caress, dark, rippling over the sensitive flesh and drawing his balls tighter with the need to come.

That wasn’t happening. Not yet. Not nearly. First, he’d devour that sweet, sexy little body, those lush, luscious breasts. Oh yeah, he was going to gorge himself on the taste of her breasts and her sweet cherry-red nipples.

“Enough, baby.” He moved to draw back.

Panic flared in her eyes; her fingers tightened on the shaft of his dick and had him grimacing with the pleasure-pain of it.

“Come here, Em.” He reached down, loosened her hands and pressed her back to the couch. “It’s okay, sweetheart. I just want to touch you. Don’t you know how much I need to do that? Just a few minutes, that’s all.”

Just for the rest of his fucking life. God, the look in her eyes was killing him. Hope mixed with fear. Not the fear of physical pain, but the fear of loss. He knew that fear himself, knew how it hurt to wake up and realize that love had just been a fantasy.

Long ago, far away, when youth thought it was wise and all-knowing.

He knew better now. He knew the risk he was taking, the rewards and the possible consequences, just as he knew that he would always regret letting her slip out of his grasp if he didn’t try to find her heart.

“Do you know how beautiful you are, Em?” He leaned forward, his lips feathering over hers as he touched the firm, rounded globes he dreamed about.

And he was lost. Simply lost. Oh, hell yes. Clearly more than a handful, topped with cherry-red, spike-hard little nipples and covered with a sprinkling of freckles.

“Damn, Em. You have paradise right here.” He cupped the generous mounds, his thumbs flicking over the tight nipples. When an involuntary moan left her lips, he swore the sound went straight to his cock, wrapped around it and stroked.


SEVEN

EMERSON WATCHED IN A daze as Macey’s head lowered, his tongue peeking out to curl around her hard nipple. She swore she nearly orgasmed the moment it touched her.

Her hips jerked against his, rubbing the hard wedge of his cock against her core as one of his hands caught her wrists and held them over her head.

“Easy, baby,” he groaned as she writhed beneath him. “Let me have you, Emerson. Just like this.”

Their moans mingled as he drew her into his mouth and sucked, devoured. His teeth scraped, his tongue lashed, and heated, fiery whips of sensation wrapped around her clit. The tiny bud became more swollen, more sensitive, throbbed and threatened to explode in orgasm.

“Macey, I can’t stand …” A desperate cry left her throat as the suckling changed, became slower, firmer, his tongue licking her nipple with relish rather than desperation.

She needed to hold back, but he wouldn’t give her the chance.

And it was more destructive. So destructive that she was only barely aware of his free hand pushing at his jeans, removing them, then pulling the sweatpants from her hips and pushing them down her thighs before she kicked them from her legs.

She didn’t care. She knew what was coming, knew and ached for it.

“You make me crazy,” he groaned, releasing her wrists to cup her breasts, to kiss each nipple and suck it into his mouth in turn until the sensations were ripping through her body, the heat building in her womb and threatening to explode.

“Oh God. Macey. More. More.” She forced her eyes open, to stare into the near black of his. His cock pressed against the folds of flesh between her thighs and throbbed against her clit.

“Not yet,” he groaned. “Not yet, baby. Let me feel this. Let’s see how good it can feel.”

“I can’t stand more,” she protested weakly. She could feel her wetness coating his erection as she tried to move against him, to force him to finish it before he chained her body to his forever.

“God, you taste sweet,” he muttered, his lips leaving her breasts, stroking down her stomach, parting her thighs. She watched as he lowered his head to the damp curls between her thighs. “Do you taste sweeter here?”

He didn’t give her time to protest. Confident, hungry, his lips lowered to her clit, his tongue stroked it, and his groan, when it vibrated against her flesh, sent her senses reeling.

Her thighs fell further open, her hips lifted to him, and Emerson knew nothing had ever felt so good. He knew his way around a woman’s body. Knew where to lick, where to stroke, how to flick his tongue against her narrow opening. How to make her scream and make her beg for him to take her.

She saw a smile flash across his face, sexy, certain, before his lips covered her clit and he sucked it with slow, torturous draws of his mouth as his tongue flickered around it. Never in the right spot long enough, just enough to tease, to torment, to cause her to writhe and to plead but never enough to throw her over the edge.

“Macey, it’s too much,” she cried out, her fingers twining in his hair, holding him to her flesh rather than pulling him away as she should have been. “I can’t stand it.”

“Not enough,” he growled before he licked. “So sweet and hot, Emerson. I need more of you.”

“Please,” she panted. “I need you now. I can’t wait.”

“Just a few more minutes, baby,” he crooned before licking lower.

His hands cupped her ass, lifted her, and a low, ragged cry filled the air as he buried his tongue in her pussy.

Emerson felt herself unraveling. Everything she had held safe inside her came loose and streamed toward him. She had managed to keep her heart sheltered through the flirty confrontations that were more a result of sexual tension than actual enmity. But this, she couldn’t hold herself distant from this, from a pleasure that unlocked every shield she had placed around her emotions.

As his tongue thrust inside her, his groan vibrating against hidden tissue, she felt the explosion building inside her tighten further.

She couldn’t fight it. She arched to him, begging, pleading, pulling at his hair until he loosened her hands and eased them up to her breasts.

“Touch them for me,” he whispered as he lifted himself between her thighs and curled her fingers around her breasts. “Pleasure them for me, Emerson. Let me watch while I take you.”

She cupped the heavy flesh, her fingers stroking over her nipples as Macey quickly tore at the foil wrapper of the condom he had pulled from his jeans.

Sheathed, his hands gripped her hips, pulling her closer as he nudged the broad head of his cock against the slick entrance to her pussy.

“Don’t stop, baby, let me watch you play with your pretty breasts while I take you.”

The hard crest wedged inside her, stretching her, sending rivulets of burning pleasure radiating from the slight penetration.

“Ah, that’s a good girl,” he whispered, his voice heavy, his breathing as labored as her own. “So pretty, Em. So damned pretty.”

So erotic. Emerson stared back at him, working her nipples with her fingers, feeling the alternating sensations building inside her, burning through her nerve endings.

It was sexy, it was wicked, tempting him even as he worked the thick length of his erection inside her.

“Macey. It’s so good.” Her eyes closed, her fingers tightened on her nipples. It was too good, too intense, too much pleasure.

“So sweet.” His voice was rough as he worked himself deeper. “So sweet and tight. Hell, Em. You’re killing me.”

He pressed to the hilt. The head of his erection throbbed inside her, heated and heavy, iron hard, spiking the heat burning beneath her flesh now. She felt her womb clench and ripple. Her clit, pressed solidly against his pelvis, throbbed on the brink of release.

“Macey.” Trembling, she fought for the orgasm just out of reach.

“You make me lose my control,” he breathed out roughly. “God, Em, I want this to be good for you. So damned good for you.”

Shock shattered her. Had anyone ever cared if it was good for her? If she needed to come, or if she felt the same pleasure they did?

“It’s good. So good.” It was better than anything she had ever known.

His eyes narrowed on her then. “Oh baby, it’s about to get so much better.”

She didn’t think it could get better until he began to move. She expected him to take her hard and fast, to rush to the finish line and his own release. But Macey was a sensual demon. She should have known he liked to play, liked to draw the pleasure out. He had a lazy drawl, a patient way of moving, and the sleepy sensuality in his gaze should have warned her.

“Lift your breasts to me, Emerson,” he growled. “Lift those pretty nipples for me.”

She cupped her breasts and offered the hard sensitive points to him, then screamed out her pleasure as his lips surrounded one tight peak.

It wasn’t just the hard, heated suction of his mouth, but the thrusts of his cock, the rasp of his pelvis against her clit. It combined to push her higher, but held her back just enough to keep her locked to earth rather than flying in release.

“Not yet,” he bit out, moving from one nipple to the other. “Not yet, baby. Feel good. Feel so fucking good for me.”

“It’s too much,” she cried, trying to push past that final barrier.

“It’s not enough. Not yet.”

She released her breasts to grab onto his shoulders. The sensations were too much, too violent, too much pleasure. But it didn’t stop him. He cupped them himself, his mouth devouring first one then the other as he began to stroke his cock inside her in a smooth, controlled rhythm.

Each thrust, each draw of his mouth stole another piece of her mind until she was nothing more than a creature of his pleasure. His pleasure, her pleasure. It whipped through her, broke through barriers she hadn’t known she’d erected against him and had her fighting for release, fighting him for her release.

His hoarse chuckle pushed her higher. The slam of his hips as she writhed against him, then his hard hands gripping her hips, his lips latching hungrily to her nipple and his thrusts increasing.

That was what she needed. She lifted to him, her gaze filmy. Ecstasy washed through her veins, built and burned until she was screaming his name, screaming and exploding beneath him in a cataclysm of pleasure that ripped through her body.

She heard his shattered male cry, felt him tense and shudder as her arms tightened around his shoulders and the pleasure burned through her. Like lava. Like white-hot electricity shot straight to her soul.


EIGHT

SHE WAS IN LOVE with him. She may have denied it before the mind-blowing sex, but hours later, curled against him in his bed, exhausted and sated, she couldn’t ignore it any longer.

Letting him go was going to bite. Watching him walk away, that careless smile on his face, would break her heart.

“This should be over in time for the March-Illison-Beckinmore family reunion.” Amusement laced his voice. “The biggest damned get-together in the state of Georgia. We hold it on Grandpa’s farm further south every year. And every year most of the men walk away with bruises from a fight or two, and the women walk away irritated and grumbling because they fought again. And everyone agrees it’s the best year we’ve ever had.”

Her head was pillowed on his chest as he spoke, though a frown edged her brow as he spoke of it.

“Sounds like a big family.” She had no idea what a big family constituted. There were no family reunions in her family, no get-togethers outside the occasional dinner with her parents and godfather.

“One of the biggest. Over three hundred last year.” His hand smoothed down her hair, her back. “Tents and RVs crowd the place for a full week, and the main farmhouse is packed with sleeping bags and overnight mattresses. Grandma March swears every year she’s canceling the next one, but come June, she’s the one making the calls and organizing it. The woman is seventy and runs around the place like a woman half her age. She amazes me.”

“Sounds like an organizational nightmare.” She could respect someone’s ability to pull it together, but knew it had to be a pain. She just had no idea why Macey was telling her about it.

“Every morning for a week we pile outside for a dawn breakfast, cooked over every barbecue grill, gas grill, and fire ring on the place. Scrambled eggs, biscuits, gravy, sausage and bacon are heaped on picnic tables and everyone eats like they’re starving. For lunch the tables are piled with sandwich fixin’s and pulled pork barbecue, and for dinner, good God, fresh catfish, steaks, burgers and hot dogs. It’s like a camp for the insane.” But she could hear his love for it in his voice.

She just couldn’t imagine Macey with a family that size. She couldn’t imagine anyone with a family that size.

“How do you keep everyone straight?” she asked, confused. “Over three hundred people? That sounds more like a convention than any kind of reunion.”

“It resembles one sometimes too,” he chuckled. Through it all his hands stroked over her hair, her arms, her back. They were never still, always touching her.

Was it normal for him, she wondered, to want to cuddle after sex? He must be the only guy in existence who did, because it was the first time she had ever experienced it.

Hesitantly, she let the hand that lay on his chest move, to stroke over the silky hairs that grew there and enjoy the feel of them against her palm.

She hadn’t imagined how much she would love his tough, hard body. The barbed wire tattoo around his left bicep, the scar on his thigh, the packed, lean muscle. Just laying against him turned her on and made her want to ignore the little aches and pains in her body and take another taste of him.

It wasn’t just his body she loved, though, and that’s what frightened her.

“You could go with me, you know.”

Her thoughts slammed to a halt and her head jerked up. Her hand paused in the middle of the hard abdomen she had been stroking, growing ever closer to the erection stretching from between his thighs.

“Excuse me?”

“I said you could go to the family reunion with me.” His eyes narrowed on her. “You’d have fun.”

“I’m not part of the family.”

“You’re mine. That makes you family.”

Emerson felt everything inside her slow to a quick stop as time seemed to take on a heavy, sluggish quality. She stared into his eyes, seeing the determination, possessiveness, and total resolve in his eyes.

“You know better than that, Macey.” She had to force herself to breathe, to push back the need to believe.

“Do I, Em?”

“You should.” She eased from him, wrapping a sheet around her body and moving for the doorway. “Don’t make promises you can’t keep. Not now. I’m not a starry-eyed teenager that needs a proposal and professions of love to excuse a little sex. You’re off the hook. I won’t cry on the admiral’s shoulder or accuse you of taking advantage of me. So do us both a favor and don’t make more out of it than what it was.”

She needed her clothes, fast. She needed to shower, to wash the scent of his body from hers and get dressed.

“Do you really think I’m going to just walk away from you, Em? For any reason?” Quiet understanding. It was in his voice, in his eyes as he stood up and walked over to her. “Did you think a one-night stand was all I wanted?”

“What else am I supposed to think?” Her heart was racing in her chest, her mouth dry with a sense of panic now. “You’re not exactly known for your monogamous lifestyle, Macey.”

“And you still went to bed with me?” He tilted his head, his gaze gentle as he smoothed his hands over her bare shoulders. “Why did you do that, Emerson?”

“I wanted you.”

“Do you just go to bed with every man you want, Em?”

No. She stared up at him, mesmerized by the softness underlying the steel in his gaze. He was a SEAL; she knew what that meant. Filled with purpose. Determined. Slick. He knew how to get what he wanted and he didn’t stop until he got it.

Emerson licked at her lips with trepidation. She could feel a trap, she just couldn’t figure out where that trap lay.

“I don’t sleep around.” She tried to pull away from him and put distance between them.

Macey wasn’t having it. His hands held her close to him, the warmth of his body enfolding her, making it harder to think, harder to resist.

“Then why a one-night stand with me? What made me so special?”



NINE

MACEY FELT HIS HEART melt, right there in the underground living room. His gaze locked with Emerson’s, seeing the conflicting emotions in her eyes that shadowed the rest of her features. Panic, fear, hope, and hunger. Not sexual hunger, though that was there as well, but a hunger for more. A hunger to see where the emotions building between them would go.

He knew where they would go. He knew that within the year he’d have his ring on her finger and her soul melded with his.

But he swore he could spank her for being so damned stubborn, so unaware of her own fierce heart, and so frightened of her own emotions.

“You’re not answering me, Em,” he pointed out, making certain he kept his hands on her. “If you don’t have one-night stands, what made me so special?”

“You don’t understand. It’s not like that.”

“Then what’s it like, sweetheart?” He lowered his head, touched her lips, kept his eyes on hers. “I love you, Emerson. Do you really expect me to walk away now that I’ve found the woman I’ve searched for my entire adult life?”

He loved her? How could he love her? She was gawky, accident-prone, and she didn’t know how to love. She would mess it up. Just by being her, she would exasperate him, frustrate him, until he didn’t love her any longer.

“You’re wrong.” Her heart was racing in her chest, making it hard to breathe. “It’s just sex. It’s always just sex with you. Everyone says it is. All your lovers—” She shut up, her hand clamping over her mouth as a wicked smile bloomed across his lips.

“You bothered to check me out with old lovers? I’m impressed, Emerson. I really am. Tell me, how close were you to clawing their eyes out?”

So close it had terrified her each time. But she wasn’t about to admit it. “You’re crazy.”

“I’d hate to run into one of your past lovers.” He was stalking her now, drawing closer. “I know who each one of them is, where they live, where they work, and what could destroy them. If I had to meet one of them, I’d break their bones.”

Her eyes widened. He couldn’t be serious. It had to be a game.

“Macey.” She held one hand out as he drew closer and she blinked back her own tears. “Don’t. Please. I can’t handle this.”

“You don’t have a choice, Em. You have to face it, and you have to handle it. Because you’re going to have to look me in the eye and tell me you feel nothing for me to stop this. Can you do that? Can you tell me that all you wanted was a one-night stand?”

Her lips parted, the need to tell him just that, to take the escape he was offering. But she was staring in his eyes, saw the pain in them, and the hope.

“Why are you doing this to me?” Her hands fisted in the sheet as her control broke. Years of control, the determination to never cry or ask for love again.

Her parents had always given her that vague pitying look whenever she cried, whenever she asked for hugs as a child. As though they weren’t quite certain what to do with her.

“Because I won’t watch you run away from me.” He moved too quickly for her to avoid, pulling her into his arms before she could retreat further.

“Put your arms around me, Em.” He lowered his lips to her ear as he held her against his chest. “Hold onto me. Let me hold onto you. Don’t you know, when you’re in my arms, I finally feel like I belong to one person rather than just having parts of me allotted out to family, friends and the Navy? When I hold you, Em, I’m whole.”

“Don’t do this to me,” she whispered against his chest, and wrapped her arms desperately around his neck, terrified of falling.

She was strong on her own, she knew how to do that. She knew how to be alone. She didn’t know how to be a part of a couple, she had proved that.

“What am I doing to you, baby?”

“You’re making me weak, Macey.” Tears slipped from beneath her lashes. “Don’t make me weak. I won’t survive when you walk away.”

“I won’t walk away, Emerson.” He leaned back, one hand threading through her hair to draw her head back, allowing him to stare into her eyes. “Don’t you know that about me? I never walk away.”

She did know that about him. Everyone knew Macey was stubborn, hard-headed, and he didn’t back down.

“Why? Why do you love me?”

His lips quirked. “Why do you love me?”

Because he was funny, flirty, strong and certain. Because looking at him made her soul ache and her heart hope. But she didn’t say that; she couldn’t say that.

“I love you, Em, simply because you’re you, and you belong to me. Your heart belongs to me. I want your kisses and your touches, your laughter and your fantasies to belong to me.”

They had belonged to him for years.

“Give us a chance, Em.” He touched her cheek with the tips of his fingers, brushed her lips with his thumb. “Just a chance for more than a one-night stand. Can you do that?”

She would give him her life if he needed it.

“I don’t know how to do this.” She swallowed, the movement difficult with the emotions clogging her throat.

His smile was rough, rugged, and filled with sensual, wicked certainty.

“We’ll learn together. Learn with me, Emerson. God, baby, learn with me.”

The kiss took her by surprise, as did the roiling emotions that fired in his eyes a second before he took her lips. It was fiery, demanding, hungry. So hungry it seemed to feed her own hunger, to stoke it with ruthless licks, rough nips and pure demand.

The sheet fell away from her body and within seconds they were back in bed.


TEN

DRACK WAS AN UNFEELING creature. She had no emotions, no loyalty, no sense of honor or dishonor. She didn’t care what day it was, what part of the day it was, and she had no particular feelings for the creature that she shared her space with.

She knew he was strong. She knew that pitting her own strength against his wasn’t advisable because he would only lock her into the cage when she wanted to be free to roam rather than giving her the freedom to come and go as she pleased.

She wasn’t a thoughtful creature. She didn’t think, plot, or plan. She didn’t particularly care about anything but where the next meal was coming from and the occasional need to mate.

But there was one thing Drack did hate. Drack hated guns. She hated the scent of them, she hated the feel of them, and she particularly hated the nasty wounds they had once torn into her body. She hated them to the point that even when the creature who housed her carried one, she felt nothing more than the overriding instinct to kill. To destroy. Pain was the one memory, the one instinct that held sway when she felt the vibration of the small door open in the bathroom.

That door led to dark places, places where she could depend on a source of food if she ever reached it. Not that the creature didn’t keep her well fed, but she loved the hunt.

Tonight she would hunt more than rodents or lizards. Her slitted eyes narrowed, her tongue tested the air, and a hiss of rage left her throat as she butted against the glass that held her confined.

She wanted out. Why wasn’t the creature who slept with his mate in the soft nest moving? He should be awakening. Didn’t he smell the death moving in, the weapon held by the creature that moved into the room?

Drack watched from her glass-enclosed cage, hissed and slithered to where the door latched. Her tongue flicked, testing the air, and she smelled the offensive scent of evil.

Instinct and rage converged as she lay coiled, tense, waiting. The door would open, and when it did, she would be free. When it did, the evil that had stepped into her lair would die.

She knew it would open. It always opened. No one entered for long without detection. The creature who housed her, he would give her her chance. When he did, she would kill.

*   *   *

MACEY CAME AWAKE CERTAIN in the knowledge that somehow, some way, he had managed to fuck up. How had he done it? Had he set the security parameters wrong? Had a power supply failed?

It didn’t make sense. He was careful, he was always careful, especially when it came to his cave. He had one main entrance, blocked by pure steel and set with enough alarms to bring down the house. There was a bolt hole, just as heavily secured, that led to a sewer drain beneath the streets and any number of manholes scattered throughout the city.

The bolt hole should have been even harder to find than the main entrance, but someone had managed to not only find it, but to crack his security as well. And that someone had managed to slip into the bedroom where he slept with Emerson.

He could hear Drack scraping against the door to her glass cage. A door that should have opened when either entrance was activated. But Drack was scraping against it, which meant she was still locked in. There were no alarms screaming through the cave, no lights flashing, no hard rock blaring. And he was defenseless.

“Come on, Lieutenant Junior Grade Mason March. Wakey wakey.” Amused. Familiar. Deadly.

Macey opened his eyes and prayed Emerson would stay asleep just a few minutes longer as he stared into the shadowed face of the admiral’s executive aide, Pierce Landry.

Hell, he had never had liked that weasely little bastard. Macey especially didn’t like him holding that automatic weapon to his head.

Macey sighed in resignation and hoped he could manage to get under the former Green Beret’s guard for a second to reactivate security and release Drack.

The anaconda could smell the weapon Pierce was carrying, and she hated guns. Hated guns so much that Macey had to bar the few friends allowed access to the basement from carrying weapons.

“How did you get past the security?” he asked, hoping to stall, to find that window of opportunity. Unfortunately, he knew Landry’s service record.

“All it took was finding the entrance; the security wasn’t that hard. After all, I’ve read most of your mission reports, March; I’ve studied your file and your abilities. Reasoning your system out wasn’t that hard.” Pierce’s gaze went to where Emerson appeared to still sleep against his chest. “You must have fucked her half to death. She hasn’t moved.”

Macey smirked. He could hear the vein of jealousy in his tone.

“What the hell are you doing here, Landry?”

“What am I doing here?” Landry’s large white teeth flashed white in the darkness of the room. The son of a bitch, Macey had always hated that smile. “Why, Macey, I’m here to carry out my assignment,” he continued. “I’m here to kill Admiral Halloran’s goddaughter since you so kindly fucked up the last plan to do so.”

Son of a bitch. He’d missed Landry. All these years, all the leaks they were searching so hard for, and he had missed Landry.

“See, this is why I didn’t just kill you when I stepped into the room,” Landry sneered. “Where would the fun have been in that? You wouldn’t have known who took the shot. Who got past your security. The admiral’s golden child wouldn’t have known who was smarter and better than he was.”

Macey arched his brow mockingly despite the violence slowly gathering inside him. Emerson had woken too and he could feel her tension, her fear.

“You must have me mistaken for someone else, Landry. If I’m anything, it’s the pain in the admiral’s ass.”

Landry chuckled at that, but the gun never wavered.

“He played you, Macey. He marked you for Miss Delaney’s bed years ago. Though, to be honest, I believe he was hoping for a wedding ring for her rather than a romp and play between the sheets.”

Macey managed to slip his hand beneath the pillows beside him to the alarm switch just below the headboard of the bed and the knife strapped to the wall. He could distract Landry, but Emerson would have to release Drack.

“The admiral’s learned to accept what he can get from me.” Macey tsked. “Too bad he didn’t know what he was getting with you.”

Macey tightened his hand on Emerson’s wrist beneath the sheets, a warning he prayed she was paying attention to. When he flipped the internal alarms, Drack’s cage would open. The anaconda would go for the gun. He hoped.

Macey tripped the switch. Immediately the raucous blare of sirens, screaming music, and flashing red lights tore through the room.

Landry jumped, and Macey knew the instant surprise was the only opening he would get. He tore from the bed and tackled the other man at the waist, taking them both to the floor as Emerson shot up from the bed.

Landry was strong and well trained. Macey had sparred with him on more than one occasion and had learned the other man couldn’t be anticipated. He was a gutter fighter, and he was mean.

But Macey was mean too. Mean enough to slam his fist into the other man’s upper thigh, his aim off just enough to distract Landry rather than curling him up in the floor.

It wasn’t enough. Landry managed to roll, kick out and throw Macey back. The gun discharged, shooting wild before Macey was on him again.

“Emerson, the cage,” he screamed out as he glimpsed her from the corner of his eye. “Open the fucking cage.”

Because Drack might be their only chance. The gun had shot wild, but Macey could feel the sting of a flesh wound in his side and the blood saturating his flesh now.

He was wounded and it wouldn’t take him long to weaken. If they were going to survive, they just might need all the help they could get.

OPEN THE CAGE? EMERSON’S panicked gaze swung to the glass-enclosed tank that held the anaconda. Over the past days the snake had stayed hidden amid the thick plants and shallow water basin in the stone floor, but it was out now, butting against the glass, tongue flickering, slitted eyes dilated. It looked pissed. It looked dangerous. And she was terrified of snakes. She hated them. But she loved Macey. Loved him. Trusted him.

The sirens and music were blaring through the cave. Red lights were streaking through the room. It was disorienting, as she was sure it was meant to be.

She scrambled across the room, shaking, shuddering. The anaconda was huge. If it managed to wrap around Macey rather than Pierce Landry, then he would be dead.

Snakes had no loyalty. They couldn’t be trained. They were driven by instinct, nothing more. It wouldn’t know to attack Landry rather than Macey.

“The cage. Now!”

Her gaze swung to Macey where he struggled with Landry for possession of the gun. The other man still had it clenched in his hand, fighting to bring it around to bear on Macey.

Her gaze swung back to the snake. It was pressing against the seam of the glass door, butting against it, demanding its freedom. Emerson imagined she could feel the rage pouring from the creature.

Macey had warned her that the anaconda hated guns. Hated them so much that he had to keep them in a specially designed safe and he couldn’t carry one himself within the basement because of the snake’s instinctive need to kill whoever or whatever carried the weapon.

With a trembling hand she lifted the latch to the door, swung it open, and jumped aside as Drack immediately pressed out of the opening.

Drack wasn’t a fast creature, but she knew where she was headed.

Pierce. Her godfather trusted him, loved him like a son. He was always extolling the warrant officer’s virtues. He hadn’t mentioned deceit and treason as any of those virtues, though.

She couldn’t just stand here, but she couldn’t look away. The anaconda was making its way across the room toward the two men struggling for the gun. Emerson was terrified the snake would go for the scent of blood rather than the scent of a weapon.

The two men were cursing, delivering hard, powerful blows even as they fought for the gun.

Emerson considered attacking Landry herself, but if he got hold of her, she knew Macey would sacrifice himself to protect her. Instead, she ran to the other side of the bed and the phone that sat at the side of it.

She glimpsed the anaconda drawing closer as she skirted the side of the bed. Had she been insane to let the creature free, despite Macey’s orders? She hadn’t even told him she loved him, she thought frantically as she reached the table and jerked the cordless phone from its base and began to dial.

It was ringing. Ringing. Emerson stared across the bed, watching as the two men struggled on the floor now. Macey was gloriously naked, Pierce was dressed in a black mission suit.

Macey straddled the other man, one hand locked on Landry’s wrist, trying to dislodge the gun as the other hand delivered a blow to his face. Landry returned with a blow to his side, throwing Macey off as he nearly lost his grip on Landry’s wrist.

They were cursing, snarling. Macey delivered another blow to Landry’s jaw. When Landry’s fist connected with his side again, Macey’s hand broke contact with his wrist.

“Answer the phone. Answer the phone,” Emerson cried out. “Oh God, where are—”

“Macey!” Her godfather’s voice yelled into the line. “Secure premises. Our mole is Landry, I repeat—”

“No shit!” Emerson screamed into the line. “Get down here. Where are you? Landry’s here.”

A shot exploded in the room. Horrified, Emerson tried to pierce the disorienting flare of light and shadows to the two men fighting. Macey had Landry’s wrist in a two-handed grip, holding the weapon, trying to turn it back on the other man as Landry’s fingers tightened on the trigger again.

Macey’s expression twisted savagely. Landry’s wrist turned until the gun was almost trained on Macey.

She was aware of her godfather screaming in her ear, an explosion from the front of the house, and the increased blare of sirens.

It happened in slow motion, and yet so fast she couldn’t make sense of it. Macey twisted Landry’s hand back just as the gun fired again. The warrant officer’s body jerked, spasmed, then Macey jumped back as Drack attacked.

It shot forward, slicing between Macey’s body and Landry’s, her mouth opening wide, teeth gleaming to clamp over the dying man’s face and twine its massive girth around his neck. Two more shots fired; the snake jerked, shuddered, but held its grip.

Voices were raised. Not her voice. Not Macey’s. He was jerking the sheet off the bed and wrapping it around her as black-suited SEALs swarmed into the room, weapons held ready, lights slicing into the room.

“Get those fucking weapons out of here!” Macey screamed.

Amazingly, the six men rushed back into the living area and returned seconds later, weaponless, their gazes locked on the still form of Warrant Officer Pierce Landry and the anaconda attached to his head.

“Shit,” Macey breathed out as he finished securing the sheet around Emerson. “Reno, hit the code on the alarms,” he yelled at the suited men. “Shut this damned noise off.”

Drack was dead and so was Pierce. Emerson could see the blood spreading out from beneath the creature and the aide’s still form.

“Fucking bastard killed my snake.” Macey’s voice was weary, resigned.

The sirens cut off abruptly, the music and lights stilled, and bright normal white light lit up the room.

Macey was behind Emerson, his arms wrapped around her, his heart racing in his chest.

“You were shot.” She tore her gaze from the death across the room as the six men stared over at her and Macey in varying degrees of shock.

The members of Durango Team were there, along with her godfather, and her godfather wasn’t looking happy.

“Lieutenant,” the admiral snapped as Emerson moved to check the crease in his side. “Are you going to live?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Then find your pants, sailor. You’re not dressed.” The admiral’s tone was clearly disapproving.

“No sir, I’m not,” Macey growled, his voice, irritated, still rough from rage, cut through the room.

“Enough.” Firm, brooking no refusal, Emerson sliced her gaze back to Macey. “You need to have this seen to.”

“It’s nothing,” he snapped. But his lips were tight and discomfort darkened his eyes as he glared at the admiral.

Emerson turned back to her godfather. “If he loses rank again, you’re going to have to deal with me. Now take care of the mess in here and I’ll take care of Macey.”

She bent and jerked the jeans he had worn earlier from the floor where he had tossed them before lifting her gaze to his. He still looked ready to fight.

“In the living room.” She swallowed back the bile in her throat at the smell of death that had begun to permeate the room. “You can take care of Drack after I take care of you.”

She led Macey back to the room, aware of the glowering looks he and her godfather exchanged. She couldn’t worry about that; her godfather didn’t get along with anyone, with the exception of her.

She couldn’t worry about the consequences Macey might face in the short term. Because she had come to realize days before that her godfather had been matchmaking for years. In his own less-than-courteous way.

Macey would get over it. Because in a few short minutes Emerson had realized what mattered most to her and it wasn’t protecting her heart.

Macey owned her heart. And he’d better be serious about her owning his, or she was going to make Pierce Landry look like a walk in the park.

Macey belonged to her.


ELEVEN

THE MURDERING SCUM-SUCKING BASTARD had killed Drack. Macey still couldn’t believe it. The snake had lived through one attack, years ago, by a burglar intent on stealing Macey’s electronics.

At that time, the cave hadn’t existed, the computer setup hadn’t been as extensive, and Drack had been a full-grown anaconda. Macey had kept her locked in the computer room as an added precaution. Somehow, someone had gotten in and Drack had taken offense to a stranger in her territory. She had been very territorial.

The snake had taken six shots that had creased her hide deep enough that Macey had to take her to the vet for an extended stay. Drack had never forgotten the scent of a gun, or its consequences. And now, she had died because of one.

Snakes were unfeeling creatures, Macey knew that, but damn if he hadn’t been fond of her.

But Emerson was safe.

He looked down at her as she knelt by the couch, the first-aid kit beside him as she cleaned the wound in his side.

“You need stitches.” She pressed a thick piece of gauze against his side, then pressed her forehead to his jean-clad leg.

Wrapped in a sheet, her shoulders bare, her hair falling down her back, she was like a young goddess kneeling, beautiful and courageous.

Macey buried his hand in her hair and bent his head to hers, despite the pain in his side.

“I’m going to be fine, Em,” he promised softly against her hair. “It’s all over, baby. You’re safe. That’s all that matters to me.”

She shook her head against his leg, and he realized that tears would begin falling soon. She had been brave and strong, but she would need to crash.

He would take her out of here, take her to a hotel room in town, someplace bright and romantic, where he could lay her back in bed and hold her through the night. Let her get used to being safe again.

“That’s not all that matters.” She lifted her head as he eased back, her expression pale and distressed, her sensual lips trembling. “I’m sorry. Macey, I’m so sorry. I should have told you …”

He laid his fingers against her lips. “You tell me later, Em. When we’re safe. Where I can hold you.”

“I love you, Macey. I’ve loved you for nearly two years. I love you so much that you terrify the hell out of me.” Her voice hitched as his arms eased around her, pulled her against his chest, and felt his heart trip in joy.

Burying his head in her hair, Macey closed his eyes, fighting back the need to run away with her and hold her until he heard those words enough to fill his soul. But he didn’t think he would ever hear it enough.

“Landry bypassed your security.” Admiral Holloran stepped into the room, his voice scathing. “Emerson, sweetheart, Reno’s getting you some clothes so you can dress upstairs …”

“There’s a bathroom under the stairs.” Macey jerked his head up and glared at the admiral. “She’s not going upstairs until I can go with her.”

“Macey …” Emerson’s voice was edged with steel. It was the same tone his mother used on his father when she thought he was getting out of hand.

“Don’t ‘Macey’ me, Em,” he told her gently. “When Reno brings your clothes out, you can dress down here. This was too close.” He touched her cheek, let his thumb run over her lips. “I came too close to losing you tonight. Don’t separate yourself from me.”

He saw the understanding in her eyes as Reno stepped from the bedroom, one of Macey’s t-shirts in his hands and a pair of Stacey’s leggings.

“Get dressed, baby,” he whispered, ignoring the admiral for now. “We’ll get out of here soon. I promise.”

She turned and gave her godfather a hard look, rose to her feet, and took the clothes Reno held out to her.

“Morganna, Raven, and Emily will be here soon to take care of her,” Reno told him. “We have a full night ahead of us, Macey. Cleaning this up with the local cops isn’t going to be easy. Your security here will be compromised further. It won’t be a secret any longer.”

Macey shook his head. He’d be damned if he cared right now.

He turned his head and watched Emerson disappear into the bathroom before turning back to the admiral.

“Respectfully, sir.” He clenched his teeth around the words. “Don’t try to take her away from me. I’ll fight it.”

Admiral Holloran’s eyes widened, his expression stern, though if he wasn’t mistaken, Macey detected a glimmer of humor in his blue eyes.

“I expect to see a ring on her finger soon,” he finally snapped. “Don’t disappoint me.”

Macey grunted at that and turned back to Reno. The ring would be there because that was where it belonged, not because the admiral ordered it.

“How did he get in?” he asked Reno. “He bypassed every safeguard I had.”

Reno glanced disapprovingly at the admiral, his expression quiet. Macey felt his stomach sink as he turned back to Holloran.

Holloran was one of the few people who knew about the cave. He and Durango team. It was a secret that shouldn’t have been uttered.

“I told Pierce about the cave.” The admiral sighed. “This one is on my shoulders, Lieutenant; I accept responsibility for it.”

He wasn’t going to say anything. He really wasn’t.

“Respectfully, sir,” he sneered. He guessed he was going to say something after all. “That’s hardly acceptable.”

Holloran’s lips pressed together in irritation. His arms crossed over his wide chest, his expression darkening.

“It worked out,” he snapped back. “I won’t be chastised by you, Lieutenant, remember that.”

“Like hell! With all due respect, Admiral, your decision sucked, endangered my woman, this team, and the operation you ordered. Chastising you is the last thing I want to do.”

He wanted to plant his fist in the other man’s jaw.

“I want to know how we managed to miss Landry when we took this terrorist cell’s leader down,” Reno said.

The question from his commander had Macey turning and drawing in a hard breath as he fought to push back his anger.

“Landry managed to stay under the radar.” The admiral sighed again. “He was a deep-cover mole. With the death of their leader, Sorrell, that particular cell lost its driving force. Landry wanted blood in retaliation. He messed up when he went after Emerson. It was only a matter of time before I figured out I had a spy in my own camp. Very few people were aware she was my goddaughter, rather than just a friend’s daughter. On my team, only Landry knew.”

And Landry would have known the admiral would figure it out after the terrorists had left the note in her apartment that they had taken his goddaughter and would kill her in retaliation for Sorrell’s death.

“Yeah. Might have all worked out great if Landry hadn’t known about my place,” Macey snapped, glaring back at the admiral as his fists clenched.

Unfortunately, the admiral’s lips twitched as that glimmer of humor returned. “Hit me and she’s going to be mad. You ever seen her mad, March? I have, son, it’s not comfortable.”

“And I nearly lost the chance to see it,” Macey fumed. “Next time you want to play patty-cake with my secrets, sir, remember this. The next time you endanger her life, you’ll deal with me. And doing mad isn’t my way. I do blood.”

“And I do a baseball bat on stubborn male skulls,” Emerson announced as she left the bathroom. “Now, can we wrap this up so I can get some real clothes on and finally get some sleep?”

She was swallowed by his t-shirt. Her legs covered in dark bronze leggings, her hair falling around her face like mussed silk, she looked like a queen to him.

She moved to Macey, gripped his arm and pulled him back. He looked down at her, his heart softening, his soul—damn if he didn’t feel his soul turning to mush at the sight of her pale face and her tired smile.

“Just hold me,” she whispered as his arms surrounded her and the sound of police sirens filtered from the open entrance outside. “Just hold me, Macey.”

He held her, ignoring the amusement in his friends’ gazes and the admiral’s scowl. He held on tight to what was his and thanked God she was safe.

His Emerson was safe and right here, in his arms, where she belonged.


EPILOGUE

THERE WERE OVER THREE hundred people at the family reunion. There were dozens of tents in every shape and size scattered around the large farmhouse. There were bunks in the upper level of the barn and every kind of barbecue grill in existence set up beneath a covered wing off the barn. The floor of the huge shelter had been set up with dozens of picnic tables of varying sizes, and huge serving tables lined the wall.

It was an organizational nightmare, and Emerson was loving every minute of it.

Macey’s parents and grandparents had welcomed her into the family with hugs and bright smiles. Brothers and sisters, cousins and aunts and uncles had all taken their turn at making her blush and hugging her fiercely.

There were so many people they could have made their own town, and their personalities, temperaments and smiles all made her feel welcome, if a little overwhelmed.

Macey was chafing at the restrictions, though. His grandparents had placed her in a small bedroom between their room and his parents’, and gave Macey strict instructions to steer clear of it after she went to bed.

The pressure was wearing on him, she thought in amusement on the third day. He’d already been in two mass brawls with too many of his cousins, and sported his bruises with pride. The lot of them were rough, ready to fight, and always good-natured after trying to break each other’s faces with powerful fists.

She’d tended his split lip, bruised ribs, and the wound that he had broken loose on his side. She watched as one of his cousins, a nurse, repaired the stitches that closed the wound while he glared in irritation over the inconvenience.

He was unlike any man she had ever known, even other SEALs. She knew why he had excelled in the SEALs now. A mission would be child’s play compared to butting heads with the other males in his family.

And she belonged to him. She might even belong with this strange, crazy family because rather than feeling like she was drowning amid them, their easy acceptance and laughing friendliness drew her in instead.

“We gotta get out of here.”

Emerson smiled as Macey’s arms surrounded her from behind and his lips moved to her neck in hungry kisses.

“Stop, Macey could catch us!” She laughed as he growled.

“Macey has already caught you.” He turned her in his arms, staring down at her, his dark eyes filled with laughter and arousal. Heavy arousal. He was a man skirting the edge of his control.

“Do you know what these shorts are doing to me?” His hands skimmed over the snug, low rise shorts, smoothing over her butt and upper thighs. “They’re making me crazy.”

But his eyes were on another portion of her anatomy. They were gazing in rapt attention at the smooth mounds of her upper breasts as they peeked from the top of her light blue cotton shirt.

Her nipples hardened instantly, pressing against the thin material of her bra and showing through the shirt. He groaned low in his chest. “We’re getting out of here.” He grabbed her wrist and pulled her away from the shadow of the house toward the four-wheelers parked at the edge of the yard. Grandmother March did not allow four-wheelers in her yard.

“Where are we going?” She laughed as he gripped her waist and set her on the back passenger rack attached to it before swinging himself onto the front.

“Away from the mob.” The smile he flashed back at her was filled with happiness, male appreciation, and more than a little lust. “A hidden place.”

He started the four-wheeler and with a shift of power they were bouncing through the field that surrounded the house amid the hoots and catcalls of his male cousins and knowing smiles from the female ones.

She should have been embarrassed. There were possibly three hundred people who were going to know in a matter of minutes that Macey had made off with her for some fun sex in the sun. Somewhere. But she wasn’t embarrassed, she was invigorated, energized. She could feel the emotions she had given free rein to grow inside her, filling her, pushing away the loneliness and lighting those dark places with happiness and a sense of freedom.

It was hard not to enjoy the freedom Macey gave her. The freedom to touch him, to revel in his arms surrounding her and the love growing between them.

Two weeks. It had been two weeks since Pierce Landry had tried to kill both of them. Two weeks since Macey had bulldozed his way past her shields to steal her caution and replace it with hope.

Her arms tightened around his waist as they entered the treeline and began moving deeper into the thick forest that covered the March property. She had forgotten how many hundreds of acres the senior Marches owned, but it was vast. Once a thriving cattle farm, it was now rich farmland warming beneath the sun and cool forests shadowed with secrets and a mysterious sensuality. She could imagine living here, hearing the birds sing every morning, watching the deer graze on rich, lush grass as rabbits scurried to and fro.

Maybe she wasn’t the city girl she thought she was.

“Here we go,” Macey called out as he parked the four-wheeler under a strand of thick trees.

“And what is this?” She kept her arms wrapped around his waist, leaning her head against his shoulder as she breathed in the scent of him and felt her hunger rising.

“Look up.”

She looked up and her eyes widened in surprised pleasure.

“It’s a treehouse.” Her smile widened at the size of it. It was built between two huge trees, the lumber weathered with age, but not with rot. It looked sturdy, natural. A part of the trees that surrounded it and comfortable with its surroundings.

“Come on, I want to show you.”

Macey helped her from the back before swinging from the four-wheeler himself and leading her around one of the largest trees where a ladder had been folded down.

“It’s gorgeous,” she breathed. She had always wanted a treehouse, but hadn’t had a tree when she was younger to build one. It always seemed like such a cozy idea, the thought of the trees embracing a small shelter that embraced her. And now, Macey had one. “How long has this been here?”

“Since we were boys,” he told her. “Up you go. We checked it out earlier this morning for squirrels and stuff. It’s nice and safe.”

Emerson glanced back at him as she moved up the ladder, nearly laughing at the piercing look he was giving her butt. He seemed particularly enamored of her breasts as well as her rear.

She giggled as his muttered “Have mercy,” reached her. The sound was filled with hunger, admiration, and warmth. That warmth was what stole her heart. It wasn’t just lust. It was something that was just right.

Reaching the small balcony that surrounded the treehouse, Emerson stood and stared out around the forest beneath them. God, it was beautiful here, quiet and peaceful, sultry and warming. She loved it.

“Let’s go inside.” Pulling up beside her, Macey ducked into the opening and drew her in, and her heart stopped in her chest.

A queen-sized mattress was laid out on the floor, surrounded by tapered candles. An ice chest sat in the back corner, but the mattress held her attention.

It wasn’t an air mattress. It was a deep, old-fashioned feather mattress covered with quilts and heaped with pillows.

“You did this?”

“You wanted a treehouse to sleep in.” He looked around the small area in satisfaction. “My brothers and I built this when we were teenagers. I wanted to share it with you.”

She lifted her hand to her lips as tears filled her eyes. He was giving her so much. So many dreams, so much happiness, and now, he was giving her one of the things she’d longed for as a child. A treehouse.

“I love you, Emerson,” he whispered, pulling her to the mattress and kneeling beside her. “I love you until sometimes I think I’m going to go insane if I don’t hold you.”

She shook her head, a tear falling as she stared into his face. This big tough guy, rough and ready to fight, and here he was kneeling in front of her, love shining in his dark eyes and tough face.

He lifted her hand and she stared down in shock as he slid the ring on her finger. The Ring. She knew what it was. The garnet, her birthstone, gleamed fiery burgundy and curved into a rich, lustrous emerald. Macey’s birthstone was emerald.

“They fit,” he whispered, his thumb smoothing over the stones inset in the gold band and curving into each other. “Like we fit. Fit me forever, Em. Belong with me forever.”

Her lips trembled, and tears fell from her eyes. “I like forever.” Her voice shook as she met his eyes and saw all the love, all the hope and joy she could have ever prayed for. “Forever suits us.”

“Belonging suits us.” His head lowered, his lips taking hers with a hunger that she knew should have shocked her, but instead, it met her own.

She laid back on the mattress, their hands tearing at each other’s clothes. Their lips, teeth and tongues devoured every drop of passion and pleasure they could find.

Clothes were discarded. Naked flesh met naked flesh as desperate moans mingled and hungry hands stroked. Sweat built on their flesh, making her breasts slick, heated as his lips slid over them. When his lips covered a nipple and sucked it deep and hard, her back arched in pleasure.

She pressed the mounds together as his lips began to devour both nipples. Sucking and licking as she writhed beneath him in passion.

“I’m hungry for the taste of you,” he moaned, moving from her breasts down her body.

His tongue stroked through the narrow slit of her pussy, and before Emerson could make sense of anything else she was drawn into a world of sensual hunger, heat and longing that only built and rose until she was screaming with her orgasm and begging for more. Begging for his cock rather than his lips and tongue, pleading for him to fill her.

When he filled her, he took her with long, slow strokes, worked the pleasure to a crescendo that flung her into the heavens in a burst of brilliant, fiery waves.

It was like this with Macey. Sometimes hard and hot, sometimes slow and hot, but always hot, always building, and always drawing her deeper into the magic of his touch.

Later, as the sun began to cool and shadows began to draw deeper into the treehouse, Macey moved. Champagne and two glasses were lifted from the ice chest along with a platter of cold finger foods.

They fed each other. Drank from one glass, and as darkness descended they loved again. Loved for hours until Emerson knew where she belonged, where her heart lay, and trusted in tomorrow.

In Macey’s arms.
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